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Abstract 
There is much debate in academic advising practitioner literature and in the popular 
media over the influence exerted by involved parents on students and colleges. There is a broad 
consensus that parental involvement has increased to levels not previously witnessed on college 
campuses (Cutright, 2008; Shoup, Gonyea, & Kuh, 2009; Wartman & Savage, 2008). It can be 
argued, therefore, that the past ten years have seen a change in the relationship between students, 
their parents, and the students' academic advisors. Although there has been much discussion 
among academic advising professionals concerning the influence parents have on both student 
development and on their own role as guides and mentors of new students there is a paucity of 
research studies on the topic. Current research on parental involvement and student success 
remains in its infancy. 
This study contributes to the nascent research field by investigating academic advising 
professionals’ experiences and perceptions of parental involvement. Some level of parental 
involvement has been shown to positively influence student success in college (NSSE 2007; 
Shoup, Gonyea, & Kuh, 2009; Taub 2008). Studies have also indicated the positive influence of 
academic advising on student adjustment to college and student success (Gordon & Habley 
2000; Hunter & White, 2004; Light, 2001; Yarrish, 2008). It is, therefore, important that the 
influential and complex environment of students, parents, and advisors be studied more 
specifically. 
This study utilizes qualitative case study methods to examine the perceptions on involved 
parenting held by advising professionals at an integrated advising unit at a large, Midwestern, 
flagship type public university. The case study’s participants provide individual and collective 
narrative lenses to answer this study’s research questions through surveys and face-to-face semi-
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structured interviews. Information pertaining to unit policy, procedures, and communication 
resources was also collected.  
A number of issues emerged through the data analysis clearly reflecting the experiences 
and perceptions of this case study’s advising professionals: (a) the advising professionals 
generally found parental involvement to be helpful; (b) that most parental involvement revolved 
around legitimate issues improving the advisors’ knowledge of specific student problems capital; 
(c) there appears to be some generational differences in how advisors approach interaction with 
parents based on their own age and life experiences; (d) that the negative narratives perpetuated 
by the media, aspects of the literature, and shared conversations amongst advisors continue to 
dominate advisors’ responses to parental engagement; (e) there is an emotional aspect to parental 
engagement; (f) that there is a need for specific training for advisors to engage parents; and, (g) 
that good practices are emerging regarding how advisors can effectively work with parents to 
assist students and parents through the transition stage from home and high school to the college 
environment. 
The case study’s results and analysis offer a series of conclusions and recommendation 
both for practice and for research. The study makes a contribution to a field where there is a 
presently a dearth of research-based studies.
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Chapter 1  
Introduction to the Study 
Today's students are reported to be closer to their parents than any generation since 
before the 1960s. These parents appear to be overly engaged in their children's lives and 
someone in the popular press has dubbed them "helicopter parents". For those who don't 
quite catch the metaphor, these are parents who "hover" – a lot. I have received letters 
from some of these parents, who intervene on behalf of their children to demand a grade 
change, push for curfews, ask me to settle roommate disputes, or even to allow drinking 
in the fraternities. One mother chastised us for not teaching her son to make his bed. 
(Graham Spanier, 2004, para. 9) 
 
Many academic officers, such as Pennsylvania State University’s president Spanier, are 
aware of what has become known as the phenomenon of the “helicopter parent”.  Another 
college president, Sanford Ungar of Goucher College, states that one of the roles played by a 
contemporary university president is being “constantly on the alert for the approach of helicopter 
parents . . . who frequently make themselves available to cut a better deal for their children on 
such issues as grades and disputes among roommates” (Unger, 2008, p.B13). Moreover, in its 
September 2009 mailing, Student Affairs Today suggests it could assist student affairs leaders in 
developing strategies “on how to handle your toughest challenges – practical advice on topics 
ranging from assessing your department’s efforts to ensuring ‘helicopter parents’ don’t take up 
too much of your time” (para.3). The issues presented by heavily involved parents, therefore, 
have already made themselves manifest in the work of higher education professionals, with 
concerns having been widely expressed by faculty and administrators (Wartman & Savage, 
2008).  
Parental involvement has been increasing since the 1980s (Pryor, 2007), but it has been 
during the first decade of this century that the influence of heavily involved parents has been felt 
at the college level, from the college president on down (Wartman & Savage, 2008). The 
descriptor “helicopter parents” was coined in the late 1970s (Cline & Fay, 1977) and further 
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refined in the 1990s to define a certain parenting style (Cline & Fay, 1990), but the application of 
the term to describe parental involvement in the higher education context is relatively new. 
When Cline and Fay established the term helicopter parent, they intentionally meant it as a 
pejorative and its negative attributes persist in the higher education context. College academic 
affairs officers use the term to describe parents who, for example, overly participate in the 
college admissions process, insist that they help students schedule classes and majors, and keep 
in daily contact via cell phone or e-mail. They are the parents who contact academic advisors to 
question the advice students have received, call professors to challenge the grades their students 
have attained, or call residential life requesting changes of roommate or wake up calls for their 
students before classes. The concern expressed by academic advising professionals is that such 
parents are impeding students’ development by failing to allow students to accept the 
responsibilities for actions that have negative outcomes and failing to allow the students to grow 
from their mistakes. Cutright (2008), for example, states academic affairs professionals “decry 
the involvement of parents, which is happening at levels of intensity and in matters of minutiae 
they say they have never before witnessed” (p.39). 
There is much discussion over the merits of parental involvement and over the negative 
influences associated with heavily involved parents. Clearly, however, the debate is being too 
readily influenced by the pejorative image of helicopter parents. Too easily have the images and 
the terms associated with the contemporary generation of parents and students become accepted 
within academia. The negative connotations inspired by generational stereotypes are influencing 
how colleges are interacting with students and their parents (Singham, 2009). The readily 
accepted terminology, including helicopter parent, is itself problematic. Not all parental 
involvement can be described as being negative; indeed, a certain level of parental involvement 
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is positive (e.g., NSSE, 2007; Pryor, 2007; Shoup, Gonyea, & Kuh, 2009; Simmons, 2008; Taub, 
1997). One of the problems in approaching the issue of helicopter and involved parents is 
definitional. As this study demonstrates, what one academic advising professional considers 
inappropriate involvement another may feel is appropriate and helpful involvement. Therefore, I 
avoid the negative connotations of the term helicopter parents and use the term “involved 
parents” instead. If I use the term helicopter parent it is as a direct reference to how a study 
participant has described involved parents.  
For the purpose of this study I work along the following definitional constructs: Heavily 
involved parents constantly hover over their students and are always on the lookout for threats to 
the students’ success and happiness. If a problem does surface, these parents are ready to swoop 
in and save the day. They communicate frequently with their students but also intervene 
frequently to solve the students’ problems (College Board, 2006; NSSE, 2007). Involved parents 
engage their students in moderately frequent communication and intervene rarely and only when 
they feel it is absolutely necessary for them to get involved (NSSE, 2007). Un-involved parents 
have infrequent communication with their students and seldom intervene (NSSE, 2007). 
As colleges report an increase in parents who are heavily involved in the college 
experiences of their students, there is a growing chorus of researchers and commentators who 
express concern over what this involvement means for students and colleges alike (Kepic & 
Mastrodicasa, 2005; Leavitt, Snyder & Whipple, 2005). Recent studies, however, suggest that a 
significant majority of students are happy with the level of their parents’ involvement (Cutright, 
2008; NSSE, 2007, Wyer, 2008b). Therefore, the issues that surround heavily involved parents 
on campus provide both opportunities and challenges to those academic officers that are directly 
involved in working with parents and the children of heavily involved parents.  
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Many university academic affairs officers continue to experience some level of 
interaction with heavily involved parents and can recount humorous anecdotes or disturbing tales 
of parental over-involvement in the lives of today’s college students (Berggoetz, 2006; College 
Parents of America, 2006; Eaton, 2003; Hoover  & Lipka, 2006; Howe & Strauss, 2003; Kepic & 
Mastrodicasa, 2005; Kuh, 2007; Leavitt, Snyder, & Whipple, 2005; Menezes, 2005; Merriman, 
2007; UCLA’s Higher Education Research Institute, 2007; Wartman & Savage, 2008). Merriman 
(2007), for example, finds that 93% of student affairs professionals report an increase in parental 
involvement over the last five years. Helen Johnson, former director of Cornell University’s 
parents’ program, states she received hundreds parental contacts each year where parents were 
attempting to solve problems that students were more than capable of dealing with (Johnson, 
2004). Jo Anne Huber, (2009) former president of the national academic advisors’ group, 
National Association of Academic Advising (NACADA), believes that: 
Academic advisors must continue to address the variety of issues related to working with 
our students’ parents. Academic advisors need to develop effective, meaningful strategies 
that allow us to focus on our students, yet acknowledge the critical role of 
parents/families. (para. 1)  
 
Annual NACADA conferences have averaged at least four presentations devoted to the issue of 
helicopter parents through 2006, 2007, and 2008 and the organization hosted a 2009 webinar 
devoted to the issue of advisor and parent interaction. The issues surrounding involved parents 
are transnational with reports of concern emanating from academe in Canada, Great Britain, 
Australia, and China (Cote & Allahar, 2007; Han & Dong, 2009; Redmond, 2008). 
Academic advising is often considered a key ingredient in students’ adjustment to college and 
their academic success (Light, 2001; Pepicello, 2009). This study, therefore, focuses on the 
influence that heavily involved parents exert on academic advisors and advising administrators It 
is clear from the literature that parental involvement is influencing academic advisors and 
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academic advising. The influence that parents may have on advisors, therefore, ultimately has the 
potential of influencing students. Academic advisors who engage with parents are expressing 
two major concerns: first, that continued parental engagement both with their student children 
and directly with the college impedes the students’ developmental growth (Kepic, 2005), and, 
second, the advisors themselves report they do not feel they are trained to work with parents in 
the advising context (Sax, Lombardi, Merriman, Wolf, Harper, & Keup, 2007).  
Parental involvement is affecting the relationship between college students and academic 
advisors and has precipitated questions concerning whether college students should be 
considered children or adults (Wartman & Savage, 2008). Advising professionals are, therefore, 
very aware of the tensions that exist between parents, students, and the college over issues of 
separation, individuation, and attachment. How academic advisors navigate the issues 
surrounding the theory and practice of student development will have important implications for 
students, parents, advisors, and for the advisors’ institutions. However, the influence of heavily 
involved parents remains a fairly recent phenomenon and, as such, little investigated or 
understood (Johnson, 2004). Without an understanding of the issues, colleges are developing 
engagement practices based on anecdotal information and stereotypes (Coburn, 2006; Singham, 
2009) or, alternatively, ignoring the issues raised.  
At the turn of the twenty-first century, some researchers and commentators presented the 
issues the new generation of students would bring to college in the millennium (Cohen, 1998; 
Hirsch & Weber, 1999; Levine & Cureton, 1998; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1998). The role and 
influence of parents, however, was all but absent. Parental involvement soon began to be viewed 
as a distinct departure from previous generations (e.g., Astin, 2002; Cutright, 2008; Howe & 
Strauss, 2003; Scott & Daniel, 2001). There is now a growing concern that higher education is 
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experiencing a paradigm shift not only in terms of a new generation of students but also a new 
generation of active and involved parents (Wartman & Savage, 2008). Numerous scholars and 
commentators (e.g., College Board, 2006, 2007; Cutright, 2008; Kepic, 2005;  Leavitt, Snyder, & 
Whipple, 2005;  Markelein, 2008;  Pryor, 2006; Spanier, 2004; Twenge, 2006) accept the 
consensus that the contemporary generation of students and parents is engaging with higher 
education differently than previous generations. The different interaction expectations means 
colleges must:  
Understand that students who come to college – at age 18 or so – directly from a family 
setting characterized by dependency  . . . . are not fully prepared for the freedoms of an 
adult life without the continued active intervention of family and the active guidance of 
the university. (Bickel & Lake, 1999, p. ix)  
 
Although the issues presented by heavily involved parents are now gaining a broader 
recognition, there are serious gaps in our understanding of the nature of parental engagement and 
its ramifications on students, advisors, and on the higher education institutions. The behaviors 
and influence of heavily involved parents needs to be better understood. This study, therefore, 
explores the influence of parental involvement as it is perceived by academic advising 
professionals, front line advisors and advising administrators. Academic advising professionals 
are one the main locuses of interaction with heavily involved parents. Additionally, academic 
advisors are key contributors to students’ adjustment to the rigors of academia and to the 
students’ psychosocial development as independent adults for it is “through academic advising, 
[that] students learn to become members of their higher education community, to think critically 
about their roles and responsibilities, and to prepare to be educated citizens of a democratic 
society and global community” (NACADA, 2006, para.7). It is, therefore, important to 
understand the roles and experiences of academic advisors, whose voices are all but absent in the 
current considerations (Gubrium & Holstein, 2002).  
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The issues surrounding parental involvement have emerged so quickly that many 
academic advisors have found themselves dealing with a level of parental involvement that they 
were not trained to manage or experienced in handling (Colavaecchio-Van Sickler, 2006; 
Leavitt, Snyder, & Whipple, 2005; Sax et al., 2007; Wartman & Savage, 2008). Habley (2000) 
suggests that advisors are being stretched by increasing levels of expectations and 
responsibilities and Epps (2002) argues that this expansion of advising duties and expectations is 
placing burdens on the advisors’ work-life experiences. The Healthy Minds Study (2007), for 
example, finds that advisors are most often the university officers students turn to when 
discussing social and academic problems. Furthermore, a 2007 UCLA study finds that academic 
advisors feel they have been underprepared to deal with the new level of parental engagement; 
specifically that they need more training in the areas of counseling skills, student development 
theory, and higher education law in order to be able to more effectively answer the kind of parent 
concerns with which they were being confronted (Sax et al., 2007). The UCLA study determines 
three areas of concern for academic and student affairs staffs: the fear that parental over-
involvement would delay the traditional expectation of student development, the need to present 
clear, consistent messages to parents, and the need to develop programs that harness parental 
support and curtail parental over-involvement (Sax et al., 2007).  
 
The Growing Influence of Parental Involvement 
With an estimated one-third of parents being heavily involved and directly engaging with 
advisors, the parents have become high users of advisors’ time and resources (Bickel & Lake, 
1999; Coburn, 2004; Johnson, 2004; Kadison, 2006; Kepic & Mastrodicasa, 2005; Leavitt, 
Snyder, & Whipple 2005; Seaman, 2005; Taub 2008; Sax et al., 2007). A recent Syracuse 
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University study suggested that 45% of parental contacts with university officers were the 
parents’ attempt to resolve an issue that the students had failed to resolve themselves (Wartman 
& Savage, 2008). There is a concern that too many parents fail to let go as their children begin 
college careers (Brody, 2000; Coburn & Treeger, 2003; Johnson & Schelhas-Miller, 2000; 
Kastner, 2002; Lourgos, 2010; Van Steenhouse, 2002). There is a broad consensus, therefore, 
that changing parental expectations are forcing a paradigm shift in how colleges and advisors 
need to engage with the involved parents and their student children (Cutright, 2008; Keppler, 
Mullendore, & Carey, 2005; Mullendore, Banaham, & Ramsey, 2005; Mullendore & Hatch, 
2000; Scott & Daniel, 2000; Smith & Gordon, 2003).  
As well as being cognizant of their advising roles in guiding both the academic and social 
development of students, many advisors are keenly aware of the influences parents can exert 
over their students as they navigate the myriad college landscapes (Gordon & Habley, 2000; 
Kepic & Mastrodicasa, 2005; Menezes, 2005; Smith & Gordon, 2005; Taub, 2008; Wartman & 
Savage, 2008). A significant level of parental involvement throughout the K-12 system is 
considered a positive influence on the academic, behavioral, and psychosocial development of 
children, (e.g., Farrell & White, 1998; Gorman-Smith, 1996; Henggeler, McLoyd & Jackson, 
1998; Rath, 2005; Turner, 1994; Tolan, Zelli, & Huesmann, 1996) and a certain level of parental 
involvement has been found to have a positive influence on freshmen adjustment to college and 
the attainment of good grades (Cutrona et al., 1994;  Hudley, 2007; Pittman & Richmond, 2007; 
Pomerantz  & Eaton, 2001; Taub, 1997;  Marsiglia et al., 2007; NSSE, 2007). There is a growing 
concern, however, over the potential negative influences of heavily involved parents.  
Heavily involved parenting has been blamed for being detrimental to student 
development, impeding students’ ability to cope, problem solve, regulate emotions, or 
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communicate appropriately, and has been seen as contributing to students’ misaligned 
expectations, a sense of entitlement, delayed maturity, and even making students more prone to 
depression, (Apter, 2001; Arnett, 2000; Eaton, 2006; Elkind, 2003; Levine, 2006; Marano 2004; 
Twenge, 2006; Savage, 2003). Advisors and advising administrators are, according to Wartman 
and Savage (2008), “wary of the potential effects of increased parental involvement” (p.21). The 
relationship between students, parents, and advisors is, therefore, an important but complex one. 
The complexity that surrounds the influences of heavily involved parents on students and 
academic advising professionals is also reflected in the disparate literatures that mirror a broad 
diversity of understanding and opinion about the role played by parents while their children are 
in college. There is, furthermore, a significant gap in our understanding of these issues. This 
presents a problem, for academic advisors and their administrators do not have the research-
based information and insight to determine the significant issues related to parental involvement, 
making it difficult to assess the influence heavily involved parents have on students, advisors, 
and higher education. 
 
Statement of the Problem  
The role played by heavily involved parents clearly presents opportunities and challenges 
for academic advising professionals (e.g., Cutright, 2008; Cutrona et al., 1994; Coburn, 2004; 
Johnson, 2004; Leavitt, Snyder, & Whipple 2005; Marsiglia et al., 2007; Mullendore, Banaham, 
& Ramsey, 2005;  NSSE, 2007; Pittman & Richmond, 2007; Taub, 1997;  Sax et al., 2007; 
Wartman & Savage, 2008). From advisors’ and advising administrators’ perspectives, parental 
involvement creates concern about student development, utilization of resources, role 
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appropriateness, and even legal issues surrounding the Family Educational Rights and Privacy 
Act (FERPA) (Bickel & Lake, 1999; Sax et al., 2007).  
The literature has just begun to explore the issues from multiple perspectives. 
Researchers, clinical psychologists, and higher education practitioners offer suggestions but, as 
yet, cannot offer research-guided programmatic initiative and support. The media reports and 
anecdotal information certainly highlights the more spectacular and negative attributes of heavily 
involved parenting, but they do not reflect the majority of the interactions that involved parents 
have with students and with academic affairs staff (Shoup, Gonyea, & Kuh, 2009; Wartman & 
Savage, 2008). Further research needs to more fully explore the influences of parental 
involvement on students’ personal development. Research also needs to assess where the level of 
parental involvement moves from being a positive attribute to a negative. Studies need to 
document the influence heavily that involved parents have on the academic advisors’ and 
administrators’ professional duties and responsibilities. Advisors and advising administrators 
provide a fecund environment for this research topic for they are clearly in a unique position to 
address the influences of parental involvement in the academic arena, as they are frequently 
exposed to it. 
 
Purpose of the Study 
The purpose of this study is to understand the challenges and opportunities presented by 
heavily involved parents through the lens of academic advising professionals’ experiences. There 
is a need to explore and describe the role academic advisors and advising administrators play in 
the myriad interactions parents have with their college student children and directly with their 
students’ colleges. There are clear indications that the level of parental interactions with 
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academic advisors is increasing but advisors have, traditionally, not been trained or experienced 
in working with this level of parental engagement. Advisors are now in a position where they 
have to meet parents’ expectations for additional guidance and communication, and provide 
access to information that is FERPA protected. Advisors are also the observers of the influence 
parents may exert on their student children. Some parental influence may be positive and utilized 
by advisors who view parents, in this instance, as partners. Alternatively, the influence may be 
assessed as negative, impeding student cognitive and academic development. Advisors and 
advising administrators are at the confluence of institutional practice and parental expectations 
and, consequently, are often center in the resulting tension. It is important, therefore, to assess 
the advising professionals’ perception of the influence parental engagement plays on their sense 
of professional role and function. This study’s assessing of advising professionals’ perceptions 
and experiences of interacting with heavily involved parents and their students offers a valuable 
perspective on this important and growing issue. 
This study’s findings offer a level of understanding as to how advising professionals are 
influenced by parental interaction. The study also contains important indicators of successful 
advisor-parental partnering. The results of the study present a context in which to describe the 
instances of academic advisor interaction with heavily involved parents, the meaning of such 
interactions, and offer suggestions for best advising professional and institutional practices in 
engaging heavily involved parents in an appropriate context. 
 
Research Questions 
The principal research questions for this study are: 
1. How do academic advisors and advising administrators perceive the role and 
influence of heavily involved parents?   
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2. How do academic advising professionals define the positive and negative attributes of 
heavily involved parenting? 
 
3. How does working with heavily involved parents impact how academic advising 
professionals work with students? 
 
4. What engagement practices do the academic advising professionals believe are most 
beneficial for the parents, their students, and themselves? 
 
5. How does working with heavily involved parents affect the academic advising 
professionals’ sense of professional selves? 
 
 
 
Methodological Overview 
 This study seeks to understand some of the ramifications of the influence exerted by 
involved parents, implicitly and explicitly, on the academic advising professionals with which 
they engage with. It is through the lens of the academic advising professionals’ experiences that 
a deeper understanding of the influences exerted by heavily involved parents emerges. This 
research project comprises an ideal context for a qualitative case study methodology (Creswell, 
1998; Stake, 1995; Yin 1994). The case study method is ideally suited for these issues as the 
advisor-parent-student interaction is a contemporary phenomenon conducted in a real-life 
context within a structured, bounded system. The qualitative methodology provides knowledge 
of the human situation and lived experience (Miles & Huberman, 1994) and assists in the 
discovering the meaning of central themes in subjects’ experience (Kvale, 2007). It is the ideal 
methodology for this study. 
As Yin (1994) states, case studies get to the heart of an issue by the application of the 
hows and the whys, which then allow the interpreting of the results generated by such questions. 
Stake (1995) also suggests that case study data be identified for matching patterns and 
subsequently coding the data and interpreting the issues during analysis. It is through the holistic 
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understanding of an issue that knowledge is developed and enhanced and demonstrates the 
methodology’s validity. The proliferation of qualitative methods and the number of studies 
produced over the last three decades have consequently demonstrated the validity of such a 
qualitative study (Flick, 2007; Miles & Huberman, 1994; Stake, 1995). The benefit of a applying 
the qualitative case study method for this research project is the production of clear, verifiable, 
and credible meaning from the advising professionals’ perspective as to how they are influenced 
by their personal interactions with heavily involved parents (Miles & Huberman, 1994). 
Information from the case study, observations and, particularly, the interviews, is reported in the 
narrative context common to qualitative studies (Cresswell, 1998). 
This case study, furthermore, is holistic, conducted at a large, integrated advising unit on 
one campus and studies administrators and advisors and in their naturalistic work environments. 
It is the human experience that is the heart of this study and the best way to explore such an 
experience is through the subject’s language and experience, for as Stake suggests, 
“understanding . . . comes from mixing knowledge with social experience” (Stake, 2004, p.ix). 
The collected data provide documented and naturalistic narratives that address the numerous 
research questions stated above and provide context and insight into the issues, the meaning, and 
the lessons learned through the participants’ individual interactions with parents. The data also 
provides insights and results above and beyond the research questions. These results not only 
offer an important insight into the individual experience but they also add to the suggestions for  
institutional best practices and are therefore included in this study’s results.  
 
 14
Researcher Perspective of the Problem 
This researcher’s professional experience as an academic advisor and advising 
administrator has precipitated a personal awareness of the influence parental engagement is 
exerting on advising professionals. The researcher has interacted with hundreds of students’ 
parents and scores of advisors. It is my experience that many of the interactions advisors have 
with parents are generally positive but a significant number have been troubling for the parents, 
students, and for the advising professionals alike. The researcher’s experience, therefore, has 
helped inform the problem statement and this study’s research questions.  
Currently there are myriad programs, initiatives, and communications that have been 
developed to meet the perceived and real demands posed by this generation of parents (Savage, 
2007). There is a plethora of parent handbooks, message boards, web casts, listserves, and 
newsletters that have been produced by numerous institutions. Those who have ventured a 
response to parental involvement are attempting to fit the phenomenon into the existing 
conceptual framework of student development theories (Mullendore, Banahan, & Ramsey, 2005; 
Smith & Gordon, 2003). There is, however, little research to guide and inform academic advising 
programs and advisor training. The role of heavily involved parents needs to be fully explored 
and researched so that educators can be confident that programs are meeting the realistic 
expectation of all the stakeholders: parents, students, and academic advising professionals. For, 
as Keppler, Mullendore, and Carey (2005), Mullendore, Banahan, and Ramsey (2005), Scott and 
Daniel (2001), and Smith and Gordon (2003) posit, it is the academic advising professionals who 
are responsible for developing the policies and programs for college-parent engagement and 
ultimately fostering the type of collaboration that supports student success.  
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Significance of the Study 
 The findings of this case study are significant in a number of contexts. Firstly, the study 
provides specific research based results where currently none exists. Although one study does 
not fill the present literature gap, it provides a research based insight that is currently absent. It 
also provides a context for approaching the disparate literatures that touch on the major themes 
specifically explored by this research project. This case study provides context to a discussion 
that is currently in danger of being dominated by demographic stereotypes (Singham, 2009).  
This study has implications in the realm of advisor-parent relations, advisor practice and 
training, research, and programmatic development. It offers insight that could better inform 
college programming. The results of this case study deepen our understanding of the influence 
involved parents exert in a college advising context and, consequently, present clear and 
compelling conclusions.  
 
Overview of the Study 
This study is reported in six chapters including the present introductory chapter. The 
study’s second chapter presents an extensive literature review covering student development, 
academic advising, K-12 education, parenting, and media representations of higher education. 
The review summarizes the literature that has bearing on this study’s research questions. 
Furthermore, the depth and diversity of the literature helps define, inform, and illustrates the 
nature of the problem. The foundation of a good study is its methodology and this study’s 
methodology is described in Chapter three. The chapter describes the case study methodology 
chosen for this study and explains the reasons for that choice by presenting the applicability of 
the case study method to the research questions raised. Chapter four offers a deeper insight to the 
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case study site and the individual participants. It is important for the reader to have a connection 
to and understanding of the case context, the case environment, and the participating individual 
advising professionals. Confidentiality, however, is maintained as personally identifiable 
information is not disclosed. The study’s results are presented in the fifth chapter. Case study 
data is presented in-depth and in significant detail to allow clear conclusions to be drawn by 
researcher and reader alike. Chapter five’s conclusions form the basis of the study’s analysis and 
conclusions that form the sixth and final chapter. Finally, chapter six offers a detailed analytical 
evaluation of the study’s findings and the researcher’s inferences and conclusions. The study’s 
readers will, by the conclusion of the final chapter, have a clear and unambiguous understanding 
of how this case study has answered the research questions. 
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Chapter 2 
Review of the Literature 
There are two aims of this literature review. The first is to support the research purpose, 
problems, and questions. The second is to demonstrate that the schism in the limited extant 
literature is compounding some of the issues presented by the research questions. The 
conclusions that can be drawn from available research are divided as to whether the influence of 
heavily involved parents of college students is positive or negative. Also, although extensive 
research exists regarding parent involvement at younger ages, there is a dearth of literature that 
directly addresses the issues associated with heavily involved parents of college students. The 
absence of clear and compelling data has impeded discussion on the best approaches academic 
advisors and administrators can take in working with heavily involved parents and in working 
with the children of heavily involved parents. Currently, what “best practice” literature exists is 
experiential and anecdotal. The competing philosophies and findings of much of the extant 
literature serve to compound the difficulty in the advising context. 
Discussions of parental involvement with college students are found in scholarly 
literature, clinical literature, and the popular media. Much of the extant research tends to view 
parental involvement as a positive or neutral influence on student success and adjustment. A 
growing clinical psychology literature, however, expresses a significant concern over the 
negative effects that heavily involved parents can have on their children’s development, whereas 
the literature authored by and for practitioners tends to offer both positive and negative aspects 
of parental involvement. The media presentation of the issues around “helicopter” heavily 
involved parents, which have been influential and, until relatively recently, almost universally 
negative, have often framed the conversation among academic advisors and other stakeholders. 
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Presently, the literature recounts some of the problems heavily involved parents present, but also 
offers support for the position that a certain level of parental engagement is positive (e.g., 
Cutright, 2008). Carney-Hall (2008) and Yazedjian, Purswell, Sevin, and Toews (2007), for 
example, argue that the results of research into parental influence on student success offers only 
mixed results. The divergence in the literature, therefore, provides impetus for myriad 
institutional responses to the perceived benefits and problems presented by heavily involved 
parents.  
The popular media’s representation of the issues surrounding heavily involved parents 
provides an important lens for this study, as much of the information presented in articles, 
commentaries, and general thought pieces extensively cite and quote higher education academic 
affairs officers. Additionally, a number of thought pieces developed by and for student affairs 
professionals extensively cite anecdotes appearing in the popular media (e.g., Huber, 2009; 
Taylor, 2006). The media presentation, however, highlights the role of heavily involved parents 
as almost universally negative. Articles such as “Attack of the Copter parents: They hover, they 
swoop, they get way too involved in their kids’ college life!” (Berggoetz, 2006) and “Are 
students, parents too connected? Advice just a click away, but some say easy access hinders 
independence” (Lourgos, 2010) give rise to popular images that resonate with student affairs 
staff and parents alike. The National Academic Advising Association (NACADA) has pulled 
heavily from media articles in presenting numerous workshops aimed at advising best practices 
in working with parents (Huber, 2009) while Savage (2003) argues that media stereotypes are 
influencing how parents communicate with colleges. The media reports offer present and 
immediate discussions of the issues and provide vivid documentation of the concerns expressed 
by those academic affairs administrators who are directly involved in working with students and 
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their parents. The media, therefore, has been the one source that has attempted to document 
parents’ interactions with higher education and has offered some insight to the influence that 
heavily involved parents have on students and on higher education. Much of the media reporting 
has been based on the most egregious anecdotes of negative parental behaviors so much so that 
Singham (2009) argues that too many college programs have been developed, altered, or 
influenced by conversations based on media fueled stereotyping. Programs developed on such 
evidence will have significant limitations. 
There are at present disparate understandings of the role of involved parents, a schism 
that is reinforced by differing perspectives and differing contexts evident in the limited scholarly 
literature and the clinical literature. It is too simplistic, therefore, to ascribe completely positive 
or completely negative influences to involved parenting. The number of differing perspectives is 
illustrative of the range of the complex issues heavily involved parents bring to the higher 
education arena. What is critical is the understanding that heavily involved parents can influence 
the role of students’ academic advising and that advising can be a critical, transformative 
experience in the academic and social development of students. A heavily involved parent could 
support the role of the advisor or a heavily involved parent could diminish the advisor’s role. 
 
Student Development and Parental Involvement 
For many generations, the transition from high school to college was considered to be a 
rite of passage. Psychologists and anthropologists have examined the ramifications of the rite of 
passage experience on personal growth and development, and the issues surrounding adolescent-
parent separation. Erik Erickson (1950) developed a long held theory that to become a successful 
adult, an adolescent had to develop a sense of identity apart from his or her parents. Erickson 
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(1959), Ausubel (1954), and Piaget (1965) all theorize that this late adolescent’s disengagement 
from parents required an empowerment of peers to help the adolescent develop autonomy, 
decision-making processes, and a new contextual maturity. This theory informed or supported 
the understanding that a college freshman’s experience marked a rite of passage, not only the 
leaving of high school for the academic rigors of college, but leaving home to begin a tangible, 
independent existence. Any rite of passage is a multistep transitional process where the 
participant, a new freshman for example, needs to experience a liminal phase of separation from 
their previous social state and status (Erickson, 1950; Turner, 1981).  
Student development literature, therefore, draws heavily on the foundational theories 
presented by Erikson and Piaget. Chickering (1969) argues that students must work through 
seven vectors of competence before developing the evolved intellectual competence that allows 
for the active and independent engagement in the learning process. Perry (1970) similarly argues 
that students need to grow through developmental stages from seeing knowledge in dualistic 
terms of right or wrong, to more complex thought to a multiplistic view of the issues at hand. 
Both Chickering (1969) and Perry (1970) argue that even as students accept a broader world 
view and diversity of opinion, they are still dependent on others to guide them through decision-
making processes. Through this period when autonomy has yet to become true independence 
many students are still, effectively, dependent or reliant on their parents or others to lead the 
student through adult decision-making processes. Chickering (1969) and Perry (1970) argue that 
the intentional structure of the college experience should enhance the students’ cognitive 
development so by junior or senior year, students should have developed their own identity and 
moved into another cognitive development position where they view themselves as the locus for 
decision-making and accept the responsibility for the decision-making and its results. It is 
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evident that the college experience provides a plethora of experiences and enrichment 
opportunities for students that can inspire new stage of cognitive awareness. Both Chickering 
(1969) and Perry (1970) posit that most traditional freshmen are still navigating through 
dependency or interdependence or rejecting authority. For many students, external support and 
guidance of parents is still a natural part of the developmental process, although tensions 
between students, their parents, and university officers continue to exist in the separation – 
individuation context. 
Chickering and Reisser (1993) broke with Chickering’s earlier theory to suggest that the 
widely held belief of personal autonomy and independence was not the end point of student 
development but a stage that moved through autonomy to interdependence and collaboration. 
Chickering and Reisser (1993) argue that the contemporary generation of students places a 
greater emphasis on interdependence. They recognize that students can attain autonomy while 
still relying on one another for support. Chickering and Reisser’s theory has informed much of 
the discussion concerning the millennial generation’s penchant for interdependence with parents, 
peers, and college officials, as it has been suggested that this contemporary group of students 
favors interdependence over autonomy (Howe & Strauss, 2003; Nathan, 2005; Strange, 2004).  
Although not specifically addressing college student development, Kegan’s (1982, 1994) 
theories on individuation resonate with student development researchers. Kegan argues that a 
young person needs to enter and emerge from a number of developmental stages before they can 
comprehend the ramification of a decision or to approach the decision from an appropriate 
developmental viewpoint (Kegan, 1982, 1994). Baxter Magolda (2003) similarly views student 
development through the lens of the student’s assimilation and application of subject matter. 
Students navigate the stages of development at different rates often directed by external stimuli 
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such as their own experiences and understanding of meaning or reliance on the views of others 
until they arrive at a sense of their own values and identity (Baxter Magolda 2003; Kegan, 1994). 
Such developmental discussions form the theoretical underpinnings of academic advising. 
Although some college freshmen are already encountering the transformative experiences 
that lead to a greater sense of self (Kegan 1994), others are still transitioning and unable to meet 
the demands placed on them by the adult orientated context and environment. Students who 
don’t take on a sense of responsibility for their ideas, ideals, and values, therefore, remain 
beholden to the constructs of others, which impedes their growing sense of self awareness and 
self identity (Baxter Magolda, 2003; Kegan 1994). If a student relies solely on adults or peers to 
solve problems, is unquestioning of received advice, and avoids opportunities for reflection, the 
shift to autonomy is stymied (Magolda & King, 2008). Similarly, Baumrind (1991), Bloom 
(1980), and Krosnick and Judd (1982) theorize that parents who fight to retain influence through 
authoritarian measures negatively influence their children’s psychosocial behavior and 
adjustment to college. Taub (2008b), however, argues that parents can have positive and negative 
influences on student development. She expresses concern that parents who interfere in student 
decision making, especially is the resolving of problems or challenges, negatively influence the 
students’ autonomy. Clearly, therefore, the role of parental influence in inextricably linked to the 
student’s road to self authorship. 
 
 Increasing Parental Involvement 
The levels of parental involvement with college students have increased dramatically in the last 
20 years (Carney- Hall, 2008; Cutright, 2008; Kantrowitz & Tyre, 2006; Keppler et al., 2005; 
Merriman, 2006, 2007; Nossaman, 2009; Pryor, 2007; Stearns, 2003; Wartman & Savage, 2008; 
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Wyer, 2008a; Wyer 2008b). Data collected by the Cooperative Institutional Research Program 
(CIRP) has found the influence of parental encouragement on college ideation has increased 
steadily since 1976, so that by 2006, 43.3% of freshmen men and 48.9% of freshmen women 
state that their parents’ desire was a “very important reason to go to college” (Pryor, 2007, p.21). 
CIRP also recognizes the increased influence of parents on students’ college experience and has 
revised the survey to reflect the phenomenon. The 2007 report finds that 84% of freshman felt that 
the level of parental involvement in their decision to go to college was appropriate, 80.5% reported 
their parents’ influence on college choice was appropriate and 77.5% felt it was appropriate for their 
parents to deal with college officials. Furthermore, the study finds that 24% of freshmen report that 
they felt their parents should have been more involved in selecting college courses, and 22.5% report 
they wanted more parental input into the choosing of college activities (Wyer, 2008b). The study 
discovers, when disaggregated for race, that minority students, especially Latinos, report a lack of 
parental involvement in college choices and a desire for more parental involvement (Wyer, 2008b). 
Many parents, however, are significantly involved in every aspect of their students’ 
relationship with the university from admissions (Carney-Hall, 2008; Lum, 2006; Luther, 2008), 
through orientation (Schellenbarger, 2006; Quizon, 2005), into residential life (Berggoetz, 2006; 
Newbart, 2005; Schumacher, 2005), and in the academic arena in choosing classes and majors, 
and even to the challenging of grades (Berggoetz, 2006; Huber, 2009; Kepic & Mastrodicasa, 
2005; Marano, 2004). Merriman (2006) finds that 93% of mid to senior level student-affairs 
administrators have experienced an increase in interaction with students’ parents since the turn of 
the century. Various other studies argue that approximately 25% to 66% of all parents of college 
students are involved parents (e.g., College Board, 2007; Experience, Inc., 2006; Johnson, 2004; 
Kepic & Mastrodicasa, 2005; National Survey of Student Engagement, 2007; Sax et al., 2007; 
Schumacher, 2005). Sax et al., (2007) cite a UCLA study documenting that 54% of parents have 
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called school officials to express a concern about their students, half of parents have called to 
resolve an issue, and over a third of parents have called to complain. Experience, Inc., a provider 
of career services to students and alumni, finds that 38% of parents had been involved in some 
facet of their student’s academic advising whereas 31% of parents had called colleges to discuss 
grades (Experience Inc., 2006). It is this parental communication that concerns colleges. 
Psychology professor Barbara Hofer, for example, argues that parental decision making can 
undermine students’ self reliance and can even emotionally stunt the students’ development 
(Lourgos, 2010). Most studies on parent involvement, however, fail to disaggregate survey 
results into discrete parameters such as race, gender, type of school, age, socioeconomic status 
or, importantly, how levels of parental involvement are defined.  
Many colleges have recognized the increasing role parents are playing in students’ 
adjustment to college and whether the colleges feel such a role is positive or negative. The 
colleges are responding by providing programs to better serve students’ parents (Nossaman, 
2009; Schumacher, 2005; Stirling, 2005). Lum (2006), Menezes (2005), Smith and Gordon 
(2003), Taylor (2006), and Yarrish (2008) argue that student affairs professionals should engage, 
inform, and educate parents as to the appropriate ways to connect to the students’ institutions. 
Yarrish (2008) believes student affairs professionals should engage more directly with parents 
while modeling appropriate engagement behaviors for parents. Yarrish further suggests that 
advisors prepare and educate parents to play a positive role in their children’s college level 
academic and personal development. Former NACADA president Jo Anne Huber (2009) opines 
that advisors must develop meaningful strategies to effectively work with students and their 
parents. To that end, a number of student affairs associations have produced brochures designed 
for parents of college students. The National Orientation Directors Association have combined 
 25
with the National Resource Center for the First Year Experience and Students in Transition to 
produce two guides for parents of freshmen (Mullendore & Banahan, 2007; Mullendore & 
Hatch, 2000) while NACADA, again collaborating with the National Resource Center for the 
First Year Experience and Students in Transition, produced a family guide to academic advising 
(Smith & Gordon, 2003). Such resources are designed to lead the appropriate roles for parents in 
encouraging their students’ connection to campus resources but also recommend ways in which 
parents can nurture their students’ independence.  
Both guides suggest that academic advising is one of the most important resources for 
students, and by extension their parents, to utilize with the advisor being the first person a 
student turns to when they need advice and assistance. Mullendore and Banahan (2007) suggest 
that parents should have the expectation that communication will flow from the college to 
parents. They argue it will be the student affairs officers’ responsibility for this communication, 
but it is evident on many campuses that the parents’ expectations are that the level of 
communication and information be more substantial than being invited to a parents’ weekend. 
Sax et al. (2007) express concern that it is advisors who, unexpectedly, find that they have 
become the de facto communication conduit between parent and college while Epps (2002) 
argues that the expansion of advising duties and expectations is placing a burden on the advisors’ 
work-life experiences. 
 Increasing communication with parents is not without negative aspects. Leavitt, Snyder, 
and Whipple (2005), Levine (2004), and Twenge (2006) all report an increasing sense of 
entitlement and belligerence in students’ and parents’ interactions with academic affairs officers. 
Bickel and Lake (1999), Coomes and DeBard (2004), Howe and Strauss (2003), and Twenge 
(2006) argue that parents are more likely to want to negotiate issues with colleges from 
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admissions, course selection, grades earned, and even the level of academic advising received. 
When parents feel that students have been misled by advisors or mistreated by faculty they often 
respond with a team of advocates comprising doctors, counselors, and lawyers. 
 This additional role for academic advisors and academic advising units can also be 
viewed as a burdensome addition to the advisors’ regular duties (Howe and Strauss, 2003; 
Leavitt, Snyder, & Whipple, 2005; Merriman, 2007; Nossaman, 2009). One veteran advisor 
quoted in the fall 2009 NACADA journal states, “I speak with many more ‘helicopter parents’ 
than in the past. And not only do the parents want control, the students seem to rely on the 
parent’s control for many aspects of college life” (Joslin, 2009 p.70)  while another college 
administrator is quoted as stating helicopter parents are part of the baggage students bring with 
them to college (Joslin, 2009). Parents are demanding resources and support beyond advisors’ or 
universities’ capacity to provide them (Johnson, 2004) or beyond the level advisors and other 
student affairs professionals are comfortable providing (Inside Highered, 2006; Marano, 2004; 
Newbart, 2005; Sax et al., 2007; Taub, 2008a). However, the expectation is that parents will 
continue to play an increasingly important and intrusive role (Howe and Strauss, 2003). Howe 
and Strauss argue that parents view themselves as co-purchasers of their children’s college of 
choice and have the right to demand access and specific programming. As colleges fail to 
adequately meet parent expectations, Howe and Strauss argue, parents make their anxiety, 
frustration, and anger manifest to college officials demanding relaxation of FERPA; complaining 
and litigating over grades and academic progress; and forcing higher education to develop new 
partnerships with students and parents. Although Howe and Strauss believe such parents are 
“very demanding” (p.3), they opine that supportive parents positively influence their children 
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and colleges will have to accept that a paradigm shift has occurred in the role parents expect to 
play when their children become college students. 
Howe and Strauss’ work has had a signal influence on how colleges are retooling to meet 
the needs of the millennial students. Howe and Strauss’ influence has been felt in admissions 
communications, in residential life, in how and what food is served in college cafeterias, student 
affairs program development (Hoover, 2009). However, Howe and Strauss’ work is now being 
challenged as an over-simplification. Their studies have been questioned for their basis on 
anecdotal information and limited research (Hoover, 2009; Singham, 2009). Singham (2009)  
argues that the generational stereotypes surrounding millennials that were inspired by Howe and 
Strauss were too quickly accepted by admissions officers and student life administrators and that 
contemporary media driven negative stereotyping is in danger of influencing college offices and 
faculty to be suspicions of and less affectionate towards the current generation of 
undergraduates. The debate around the work of Howe and Strauss is illustrative of the need to 
base programs and policies on solid research rather than relying heavily on anecdotal 
stereotyping.  
The debate around the role of stereotyping the millennials can extend to the role and 
influence higher education has assigned to heavily involved parents. For example, a recent 
textbook for freshmen has an entire chapter devoted to how students can disengage from what it 
calls  “meddling parents” because the authors recognize “the failure of many parents to accept 
their children’s autonomy” (College Experience, 2008, p.5). A similar text published in 2000 
(Ellis, 2000) had no such discussion of the role of parents and no chapter devoted to student 
autonomy. In fact, the word “parent” doesn’t appear in the entire text. A September 2009 mailing 
from Student Affairs Today suggested their newsletter could help student affairs leaders develop 
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strategies “on how to handle your toughest challenges – practical advice on topics ranging from 
assessing your department’s efforts to ensuring ‘helicopter parents’ don’t take up too much of 
your time” (Student Affairs Today, para.3). Joslin (2009) cites an administrator and faculty 
member who questions whether more parents are actively interacting with college officers or 
whether the few parents that do interact demand more time and more complex levels of 
engagement. Clearly, therefore, the influence parents are exerting, either directly or by 
reputation, is changing the traditional ways colleges have viewed and communication with 
parents (Wartman & Savage, 2008). 
Parental involvement emerging from the K-12 system. Parental involvement is not a 
phenomena found only in the higher education context. Much of the parental involvement 
witnessed in higher education has antecedents in the school-parent connections established by 
the K-12 system. There is a significant extant literature that attests to the positive role parental 
involvement has on academic and psychosocial development through the K-12 years (Baumrind, 
1966; Dornsbush, et al., 1987; Gorman-Smith, 1996; Henggeler, Schoenwald, Loeber & 
Stouthamer-Loeber, 1987; Rath, 2005). The literature helps document how and why parents 
become heavily involved with their children’s schooling in the K-12 system. A heavily involved 
parent does not become a heavily involved parent during the higher education admissions 
process or during freshman year orientation; they are involved parents throughout the K-12 
years. It is the K-12 system that often inspires parents to become involved and engaged and as 
higher education inherits students from the K-12 system, it is now inheriting the involved and 
intrusive parents as well. Although this study is solely concerned with the impact of intrusive 
parenting on higher education, it cannot ignore the K-12 experience and literature. It is therefore 
necessary to be cognizant of the wealth of literature from the K-12 system around the issue of 
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parental involvement. K-12 studies provide useful information and insight on the role and 
influence of involved and intrusive parents on their students’ college adjustment. 
Numerous studies have found that parental involvement in school, participating in the 
PTA, attending parent-teacher meetings, and being a known commodity in school combined with 
at-home academic monitoring of homework and general academic progress has proven to 
positively relate to students’ academic performance. Parental support that emphasized success, 
persistence, achievement, excellence, and productivity is positively linked to a child’s academic 
performance. A close relationship between parents and child through the K-12 years helps foster 
a sense of self-confidence, self worth, good self-esteem, independence, less generalized life 
anxiety, and reduced instances of negative behaviors such as drinking, drug abuse, and unhealthy 
sexual activity among their children, (e.g., Baumrind, 1966; Dornsbush, 1987; Gorman-Smith, 
1996; Henggler, 1994; Loeber & Stouthamer-Loeber, 1987; Maccoby & Martin, 1983; 
Pomerantz, & Eaton, 2001; Rath, 2005; Shumov & Miller, 2001). 
The literature is so strong it has led researchers to categorically state that parental 
academic monitoring is a key component in improving psychosocial behavior and academic 
achievement at the K-12 level and that high achieving students were more likely to emerge from 
families with involved and supportive parents. A number of programs have been created by 
school districts to encourage and support parental engagement or attempt to create surrogate 
support conditions for students lacking involved parents or family structures (Bloom, 1995; 
Burton, Drake, Perez, St.Louis, & George, 2004; Rath, 2005; Shumov & Miller, 2001). The 
involved parent model has become something of a social norm so that Hoover-Dempsey and 
Sandler (1997) believe that the ideas of societal and cultural norms concerning good parenting 
have led to greater parental involvement with their children’s schooling.  
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Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler (1997) argue it is these intrinsic and structural roles and 
social conventions that have motivated parents to become involved in their children’s education 
into late adolescence. Parents who become involved with their children’s academics and engage 
with their children’s school will often develop the belief that they are playing important, 
significant, and beneficial roles in their children’s schooling. The construct is self perpetuating, 
for once parents develop the involved role they view themselves as better parents, “Parents with 
a strong sense of efficacy for helping children succeed in school may well hold an incremental 
theory of intelligence – that is, they believe that their involvement will make a difference for the 
child, improving and enhancing the child’s competence and performance” (Hoover-Dempsey & 
Sandler, 1997, p. 25). Parents who believe that their children’s success in high school was to 
some degree a result of their involvement are not so quick to let go if they believe that their 
continued involvement can secure positive outcomes from their children’s college experience.  
Based on this research and experience, the K-12 system has welcomed the co-educational 
role parents can play in their child’s academic development. Indeed, involved parenting is 
universally encouraged in the K-12 system. It is no surprise, therefore, when parents want to 
maintain the same level of involvement with their college student as they have witnessed the 
success their involvement brought during the K-12 years. College students, however, are 
different than K-12 students; they have different levels of competencies and expectations just as 
colleges have different expectations for students than high schools. However, the parents may 
perceive that their role in fostering a positive environment for academic and social success in 
high school would continue as those high school seniors become college freshmen. 
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The Parenting Styles and Parental Involvement  
One issue where the extant literatures agree is regarding the influence of parenting style 
on student personal and academic development. It is generally accepted that there are four major 
modalities of parenting styles: authoritarian, authoritative, permissive, and neglectful (Baumrind, 
1966, 1991; Bednar & Fisher, 2004; Dornbush 1987; Hickman, Bartholomae, & McKenry, 2000; 
Levin, 2006). It is widely believed that authoritarian parents tend to demand compliance and 
conformity from their children; the parents set strict rules but don’t explain them. Their children 
trend to lower self esteem and weaker socialization, lack creativity, are fearful of challenges, and 
look to others to make decisions (Baumrind, 1978; Levine, 2006). Authoritative parents tend to 
have high expectations and set limits. They do not demand conformity but expect maturity. They 
tend to explain limits and develop dialogues with their children while providing large amounts of 
emotional support. Their children tend to have good self esteem and are social; they possess 
enhanced communication, creativity, and have highly evolved problem solving skills. These 
children also tend to be strongly self reliant while highly respectful of their parents (Baumrind, 
1978; Hickman, 2000; Levine, 2006). Permissive parents are available to their children but set 
few limits and few expectations. Although these parents foster a great sense of creativity and 
confidence in their children, the children tend to exhibit significant impulsivity and lack of 
maturity. The children may be very social and excellent communicators but they also have a 
tendency to shirk responsibility (Baumrind, 1978; Levine, 2006). Neglectful parenting is marked 
by a lack of parental involvement and interest in their children. They set no limits for their 
children and offer little emotional support. Children of such parents tend to seek approval and 
support from peer groups and are at most risk of engaging in dangerous or deviant behavior 
(Baumrind, 1978; Levine, 2006). Although most researchers recognize that the discrete 
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modalities alter from parent to parent and from child to child, it is the authoritative parenting 
style that is considered the superior (Baumrind, 1978; Bednar & Fisher, 2003; Hickman, 2000; 
Levine, 2006). If we take into account the research on parenting styles in the higher education 
context it would appear that advisors would encounter three groups of students that may have 
adjustment issues due to their parents parenting styles; children of authoritarian parents, children 
of permissive parents, and children of neglectful parents.  
The four modalities of parenting styles have clearly informed the attempted definition of 
involved parents. Heavily involved parents are the analog to the authoritarian parents. They are 
viewed as constantly hovering over their children/students and are always on the lookout for 
threats to their children’s success and happiness. If a problem does surface, these parents are 
ready to swoop in and save the day, they intervene frequently to solve their students’ problems 
(College Board, 2006; NSSE, 2007). Involved parents are akin to the authoritative model. These 
parents engage their students in moderately frequent communication; they are supportive and 
nurture their child’s self reliance but expect a sense of maturity and responsibility. Such parents 
intervene rarely when they feel it is only absolutely necessary for them to get involved (NSSE, 
2007). Un-involved parents fit into the neglectful/permissive parent model. They have infrequent 
communication with their students and seldom intervene (NSSE, 2007). Further research in the 
involved parent paradigm is required before a successful working model of an involved parent 
definition matrix can be established. 
The influence of technology. Much of the increase of parental involvement is being 
attributed to the technologically enhanced ease of parent-student communication (Hofer & 
Moore, 2010; Rainey, 2006; Wartman & Savage, 2008). The literature consistently reports that 
parental involvement in the day-to-day life of their college student has increased dramatically 
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(Colavecchio-Van Sickler 2006; College Parents of America, 2006, 2007; Wartman & Savage, 
2008). A number of studies have determined that the majority of parents and students have more 
than daily phone contacts (Colavecchio-VanSickler, 2006; College Parents of America, 2006, 
2007; Hoover & Lipka, 2006; Kepic & Mastrodicasa 2005; Keup & Stolzenberg, 2004; NASPA, 
2006; Sax et al., 2007; Schellenberg, 2006; Schumacher, 2005; Wartman & Savage, 2008). 
Hofer and Moore’s (2010) study of Middlebury College and University of Michigan students 
finds the students’ contact with parents now averages 13 times a week. Coburn (2006) and Hofer 
and Moore (2010), for example, express concern that this level of contact can easily limit or 
impedes a student’s autonomy. 
Florin (2007) argues that the ubiquity of cell phones has made the connection between 
parents and students instantaneous. Cell phones have effectively meant that even when children 
leave home for college they no longer break from home, making them less independent (Elkin, 
2003; Florin, 2007). The degree of access parents now have to their children, and to college 
personnel, has increased the level of parental involvement. Cell phones also provide a direct and 
expedited parental contact with administrators. Such technology provides a level of immediate 
connection that colleges are still struggling with (Coburn, 2006; Edmundson, 2008; 
Shellenbarger, 2005) for as Trice (2002) states that “the development of email has increased 
communication between students and parents enormously” (p.333).  
Sorokou and Weissbrod (2005) and Trice (2002) examine the frequency and content of 
parent-to-college student communications and determine that most students initiate contact with 
their parents during times of anxiety and stress. Both studies find that students’ need to contact 
their parents reflects the parenting style the students’ experienced. Sorokou and Weissbrod 
(2005) find that those students who had the most secure relationships with parents tended to call 
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parents frequently just to check in but not to seek assistance in problem solving. Similarly, Trice 
(2002) argues that children from authoritative parents email their parents frequently but request 
less specific advice and information. However, he finds children of authoritarian parents email 
the most often for parental guidance and advice, while the students from permissive or neglectful 
parents email the least and sought the least amount of parental input. A student from 
authoritarian parents is five times more likely to ask parental advice than a student from either an 
authoritative, permissive or neglectful household.  
 
The Influences of Heavily Involved Parenting 
Perceived positive influences. The literature demonstrates that there is an extremely 
tight bond between the millennial students and their parents (Eaton, 2003, Howe & Strauss, 
2003; Ingels, Dallas, & LoGerfe, 2008; Sax et al., 2007; Spanier, 2004) and many parents expect 
to continue the same level of academic monitoring and communication as they experienced when 
their children were in K-12 schools. Parental involvement in the college context is the logical 
continuation of the parental experience in the K-12 system. Some parents consider their level of 
involvement beneficial to their students’ academic success and feel it is a necessary component 
in the students’ expected continued success at college. As Eaton (2003) posits, “Parents are 
societally, financially, legally, and personally responsible for their children . . . when 
interdependent parents think about their own goals, they may be inclined to think about goals for 
their children and to the extent to which they are responsible for creating situations in which their 
children can meet these goals” (p.43-44). Howe and Strauss (2003), Eaton (2003), NSSE (2007), 
all find children of such parents are happy to have their parents play significant roles in their 
college lives. As Eaton remarks, the “children (are) not really disliking that. In the past it would 
 35
have been seen as an affront to independence but now the children keep their parents involved, 
often calling them every day” (Eaton, personal remarks, 2006).  
It is also clear from the literature that a certain level of parental involvement in students’ 
lives, college preparation, and college progress is healthy and positive (Graves, 2007; Hoover, 
2008a; Lapsley & Edgerton, 2002; Lipka, 2007; Marklein, 2008; Matthews, 2007, NSSE 2007; 
Taub 2008). College students, who have been raised by parents to have strong family 
relationships, communicate with peers, make independent decisions, and understand their 
responsibilities are best equipped to operate as independent adults. The 2007 NSSE survey finds 
that students who report a continued high level of parental involvement also report a more 
meaningful academic experience than those students who reported less involved parents. Former 
NSSE director George Kuh explains, “Compared with their counterparts, children of helicopter 
parents were more satisfied with every aspect of their college experience, gained more in such 
areas as writing and critical thinking and were more likely to talk to faculty and peers about 
substantive topics,” (Kuh quoted by Matthews, 2007, para.4). Using data gleaned from the 2007 
NSSE survey, Shoup, Gonyea and Kuh (2009) argue that students whose parents are involved 
and who have higher levels of engagement with their children in college have a positive impact 
on the students’ “deep learning activities (and) educational gains” (p.2). Wintre and Yaffe (2000) 
also find that college students of involved parents had better academic achievement than students 
whose parents were not involved while Carney-Hall (2008) finds that students of involved 
parents have a better level of academic and psychosocial adjustment to college and engage in 
healthier behaviors. Cutrona et al. (1994), Taub (1997), Pomerantz and Eaton (2001), and  
Marsiglia et al. (2007) used research results to argue that parents who continue to be actively 
involved in their college students’ lives and continue to be supportive (in a context that supports 
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the goals of higher education) can positively affect their students’ college experience. Evidently, 
involved parents can continue to be a positive influence on the academic and social adjustment 
students make when transitioning to college (Hoover, 2008a; Pittman & Richmond, 2007; Rath, 
2006; Wintre & Yaffe, 2000). Cutright (2008) argues that as parents are more involved and can 
positively influence student success, colleges need to intentionally collaborate with parents. 
Studies by Barber, Maughan, and Olsen (2005); Baumrind (1991); and Krosnick and 
Judd (1982) find that authoritarian, permissive, or neglectful parenting styles during high school 
can diminish parental influence in relation to the influence of a student’s peer group. Those late 
adolescents who reference their peers more than parents in decision-making tend to adopt risky 
behaviors. However, students whose parents remained connected, continued academic and social 
monitoring, and pursued supportive activities continued to refer to parents for moral and 
information guidance, and tended to be well adjusted and do well in school (Bednar & Fisher, 
2003; Fuligini & Eccles, 1993). Smith (2007) and Marsiglia, Walczyk, Buboltz, and Grittith-
Ross (2007), find through survey research that authoritative parents produce children with 
enhanced psychosocial success, with appropriate self-esteem and efficacy, and better adjustment 
to college. Authoritarian parents have children with lower self esteem and efficacy and poor 
adjustment to college, and permissive or neglectful parents’ children have misaligned levels of 
self esteem, high social self efficacy, lower general efficacy but good adjustment to college. 
Students with less self-esteem and self-efficacy would continue to experience difficulty and 
fewer positive behaviors while in college. The influences, therefore, of different parenting styles 
are long lasting and are felt as much in college as they are in high school (Smith, 2007).  
Scholars have also investigated the influence parenting styles have had on specific 
student cohorts. Kenny and Donaldson (1991), O’Brien (1996), and Taub (1997) study parental 
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attachment and psychosocial behavior among female students. Those students who report that 
their family background is both supportive and encouraging of the student’s individuation are 
more likely to have a better psychosocial adjustment to the vagaries of college life. Those 
students whose backgrounds are marked by a lack of support and a lack of autonomy have 
difficulties in adapting to college life and are more prone to depression and those whose 
backgrounds are marked by authoritarian parents have a less developed sense of identity. In her 
survey of undergraduate women, however, Taub finds that autonomy and parental attachment do 
not follow in a lock step pattern and that students can still develop autonomy while maintaining 
high levels of parental attachment. The literature again identifies that it is supportive, 
authoritative parenting that allows students an important sense of self identity. 
Cutrona et al. (1994) examine whether involved parenting impacts a students’ grades in 
college. Controlling for measured intellectual ability, Cutrona et al. find that there is a 
statistically significant impact on a student’s GPA if the students come from supportive parental 
environments. Cutrona et al. define positive parental support as being the offering of advice and 
information, offering tangible assistance, being caring, sharing interests, creating positive self-
esteem, and providing a nurturing environment. When these supportive factors are in place, there 
is a noted positive academic influence. Indeed, the study finds that the home environment can be 
used to predict students’ grade point averages up to half as strong as the predictive link between 
ACT scores and GPA. They believe that their findings demonstrate that “Students whose parents 
expressed belief in their competence and abilities and who shares the students’ interests and 
concerns were more likely to perform well in college than those whose parents did not 
demonstrates these attributes” (Cutrona et al., 1994, p.8).  
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Also positive is Cabrera and La Nasa’s (2000) finding that parents play a significantly 
important role on students’ college choice. Parental encouragement is the strongest motivational 
factor in college ideation. Parents are crucial, for at every stage it is the levels of parental support 
and aspirations, and their ability to finance college choice that are partly deterministic for 
“Parental encouragement, (is) a pivotal force in the emergence of occupational and educational 
aspirations” (Cabrera & La Nasa, 2000, p.5). Research finds, however, that parents from lower 
socioeconomic statuses are less likely to give their children clear messages of support and 
encouragement to attend college but such parental support and encouragement is vital for student 
college aspirations (Burton et al., 2004; Hudley, 2007; Rowan-Kenyon, Bell, and Perna, 2007; 
Yazedjian et al., 2007). Hudley (2007) and Rowan-Kenyon and Bell (2007), therefore, 
recommend that college recruitment activities be targeted to involve cohorts of parents from 
lower socioeconomic echelons and underrepresented groups.  
Astin (1993), however, argues that the greatest influence parents have on their children’s 
college aspiration is the parents’ ability to finance the cost of a college education. Similarly, 
Yazedjian, Purswell, Sevin, and Toews (2007) find that as the research literature is so mixed that 
the only clear influence parents have on their child’s academic and psychosocial adjustment to 
college is their level of financial support. Yazedjian et al. posit that a student’s peer group has 
more influence on academic and social adjustment to college life than parents. They also argue, 
however, that continued parental support and encouragement has a positive influence on first 
generation college students. First generation students need to feel connected, encouraged, and 
supported both by their families and by their colleges. Formal college programs that provide that 
student-parent-institution link are, therefore, to be desired (Yazedjian et al., 2007).  
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Perceived negative ramifications of parental involvement. Some level of parental 
involvement in a child’s academic development through K-12 and into the college context is 
positive. There are significant concerns being expressed, however, that too much parental 
involvement in the students’ college lives has negative ramifications. Taub (2008b), for example, 
expresses a concern that the traditional dynamic between student growth and development and 
the holistic college experience has been irrevocably altered by parental involvement. The extant 
literature in this area can be categorized as falling into two fields of study; the field of child-
adolescent development that is just beginning to look at college students with a critical eye in 
terms of the students’ dependency past the traditional age of adulthood (e.g., Weissbourd, 2009), 
and the guides and position papers that are designed to offer advice for student affairs 
professionals in dealing with the issues presented by involved and intrusive parents (e.g., Taylor, 
2006). 
Impeding student development. Students have reported to CIRP that they are mostly 
happy with the level of their parents’ involvement, but this point raises some concerns among the 
study’s authors, who note, “When parents intervene in their children's college life and decision-
making, students may not necessarily develop their own problem-solving skills, which may limit 
developmental gains in their learning experiences” (John H. Pryor director of CIRP, quoted 
Wyer, 2008, para. 4). Clearly, the level and influence of parental involvement has important 
ramifications for the students’ adjustment to college and on the role of the students’ academic 
advisor. Much of the extant literature indicates that an impeded development is a result of some 
parenting styles (Eaton, 2003; Hofer & Moore, 2010; Howe & Strauss, 2003; Lake, 2006; 
Leavitt, Snyder, & Whipple, 2005; Paul, 2003; Scott & Daniel, 2001; Taub 2008b; Weissbourd, 
2009).  
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Some clinical researchers have even argued that the children of heavily involved parents 
are demonstrating negative psychological behaviors while in college (Elkind, 2004; Gearing, 
2006; Levine, 2006; Marano, 2004; Twenge, 2006). Prior to matriculation, many students have 
had their time organized and scheduled, their friendships managed and arranged and, as a result, 
have difficulty getting accustomed to the social demands of college (Elkind, 2003; Howe and 
Strauss, 2003; Leavitt, Snyder, & Whipple, 2005; Levine, 2006; Nathan, 2005; Newbart, 2005; 
Seaman, 2005). Yet for other students, community is elusive as they have difficulty establishing 
broad social connections that don’t resemble the structures and scheduled environment that they 
previously experienced when living at home. Subsequently, the absence of community at college 
reinforces the ties to home, family, and parents (Nathan, 2005). With almost daily telephone or 
email contact, parents are in many respects still part of the students’ social network, their 
community, even when the students are more autonomous at college. Colleges have attempted to 
structure and program students as if they were part of a family group. Many academic and 
students affairs professionals have formal or informal roles where they behave, in essence, as 
pseudo-families.  
Instead of creating a community that fosters self authorship, higher education is creating 
a community of interdependence and a community that is, perhaps, too willing to cater to the 
amenity-laden life styles the student prefers (Nathan, 2005) thereby shielding them from adult 
responsibilities and experiences (Seaman, 2005). Colleges, in providing the environment where 
students continue to connect to peers and university officers as pseudo family members, may be 
undercutting the very experiences a student needs to encounter to successfully navigate the 
journey to self identity.  
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Clinicians Elkind (2003), Levine (2006), Marano (2004), Twenge, (2006), and 
Weissbourd (2009) and higher education practitioners Coburn (2006), Hofer and Moore (2010), 
Kepic (2005), and Merriman (2006) all express concern that too many students continue to be 
over-reliant on parental decision making and are unable to cope with typical college precipitated 
stress and anxiety. Continued authoritarian parental involvement is problematic for “significant 
parental involvement might challenge our expectations for their (the students) readiness to 
assume freedom” (Strange, 2004, p.55). Apter (2001), Arnett (2000), Eaton (2006), Elkind 
(1981, 2003), Levine (2006), Marano (2004), Paul (2003), and Twenge (2006) raise concerns 
that parental over-involvement has become generationally systemic. Levine (2006), for example, 
argues that “when we coerce, intrude on, or take over for our children unnecessarily we may be 
‘spoiling’ them, but the far more significant consequence is that we are interfering with their 
ability to construct a sense of self” (p.9).  
For many students, that sense of self is hindered when the level of parental control 
continues past late adolescence, effectively keeping young adults in a state of dependence long 
after the age of legal majority has been reached and much longer than previous generations 
(Baxter Magolda, 2003; Eaton, 2006; Elkind 1981, 2003; Hofer & Moore, 2010; Paul, 2003; 
Twenge, 2006). The role of a heavily involved parent directly challenges the core tenets of 
advising that argue good advising assists the student in engaging with diverse and multiplistic 
views and opinions while reconciling their individual views, opinions, and motivations 
(NACADA, 2006).  
Parents who actively impose their constructs of knowledge and values upon students will 
impede the students’ own introspective understandings of their own identities. Pascerella (2006) 
concludes, after a meta-analysis of student cognitive development, that approximately 75% of a 
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student’s growth in cognitive development that occurs in college occurs during the freshman 
year, the same year that marks the highest level of parental involvement. For some students, 
therefore, parental involvement will impede their personal growth and development. A student 
with an impeded sense of self, therefore, will often make personal decisions based on an 
externally imposed identity (Levine, 2006). Others will develop a false self to meet the 
expectations of their parents. Such a false sense of self often manifests itself in academic and 
vocational decision undertaken to meet parental expectations (Levine, 2006). A student who has 
a better sense of self identity, therefore, is more likely to make better personal decisions for 
“students using this process [self awareness] during college would be less likely to choose a 
major because they thought someone (e.g., their parents, their peers, society at large) wanted 
them to and more likely to choose majors and careers consistent with their own values” (Baxter 
Magolda, 2003, p.233). 
Parental involvement and increased student depression. Marano (2004) and Twenge 
(2006) suggest that a number of students who were protected from being challenged or exposed 
to the normal vicissitudes of adolescent life, are less creative, less able to think critically, less 
adaptive, less independent, and more anxious about achieving a continued level of success. 
Psychology professor Barbara Hofer also argues that parents who constantly arrive at solutions 
for students’ problems limit the students’ emotional development (Lourgos, 2010). Worse, 
psychologists Marano (2004) and Silverman (2008) theorize that heavily involved parents may 
stymie the development of students’ pre-frontal cortex where reasoning, judgment, impulse 
control, regulating emotions, and coping skills are modulated. If students fail to regulate anxiety 
correctly they will be more likely to fall prone to depression and self-medicating (Kadison, 2006; 
Levine, 2006; Marano, 2004; Seaman, 2005; Twenge, 2006). The issue is very much being felt 
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across campuses for, as Johnsen (2007) opines, colleges are experiencing epidemics of student 
self destructive behavior from drug abuse and binge drinking to a host of student psychological 
issues such as eating disorders, depression, and suicide.  
Kadison (2006), Marano (2004) and Twenge (2006) argue that the increase of heavily 
involved parenting and the increase in the number of students seeking psychological services on 
college is not coincidental. The number of students diagnosed with depression has increased 
dramatically in the last two decades (Kadison, 2006; Seaman, 2005; Twenge, 2006). Seaman 
(2005) and Rosen (2005) even posit that some parents are encouraging the diagnosis of 
depression and of Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder to more favorably position their 
students through high school and college and have welcomed the prescription of anti-depressants 
to enable the students to deal with life issues such as a parental split, a break up with a romantic 
partner, or the daily stress of going to class and taking exams. Johnsen (2007), however, 
questions why parental roles and influences are actively discouraged or discounted by colleges in 
determining interventions for students facing health, social and behavioral problems. With more 
students attending college with diagnosed and treated medical and psychological issues, Johnsen 
believes parental involvement should be more readily accepted and encouraged by colleges.  
Contemporary students will require services more than ever before (Kadison, 2006; 
Levine, 2006: Twenge, 2006) and it is academic affairs professionals who are in the front line in 
assisting students adjust to the academic and social vicissitudes of college life, encourage the 
move towards self-identity while also serving as a front line counselor for troubled students 
(Healthy Minds, 2007; Hoover, 2008; Kadison, 2006; Silverman, 2008; Wartman & Savage, 
2008). Students are turning to their academic advisors for support and advice concerning mental 
health issues before they would turn to their faculty or, surprisingly, before they would reach out 
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to campus psychological support programs (Healthy Minds Study, 2007). Throughout the last 
decade student affairs professionals have “become co-educators and crisis managers” with 
student engagement “as a full time mission” (Hoover, 2009, A31). It is clear, therefore, that 
many academic advisors are finding themselves in the role of the students’ personal counselors 
(Healthy Minds, 2007) but it is a role that most advisors find themselves ill-trained and 
unprepared for (Sax et al., 2007). 
Misaligned grade expectations. Academic advising professionals are also encountering 
the ramifications of grade inflation and expectations. Bartlett and Wasley (2008) and Seaman 
(2005) report that universities such as Harvard, Princeton, Cornell, Colorado, Florida State, and 
Duke have all expressed concerns about grade inflation at their own institutions. Bartlett and 
Wasley (2008) argue that grade inflation is a troubling phenomenon and is a result of a number 
of conditions including “anxious students and ‘helicopter’ parents” (p.A10). Cote and Allahar 
(2007), Elkind (2003), Levine (2006), Rosen (2005), Schmidt (2008), Seaman (2005), and 
Twenge (2006) all express concern that grade inflation and the misalignment between a student’s 
self-esteem, abilities, and interests is resulting in an increased incidence of students and parents 
responding negatively to the stress and anxiety of attaining grades they didn’t expect. 
Academic Integrity. The incidences of cheating on campuses are increasing (Read, 2008; 
Twenge 2006; Wilson, 2004). Higher education legal scholar Peter Lake argues that the 
millennial students’ sense of self esteem, avoidance behaviors, motivation to circumvent rules 
they disagree with, and a sense of specialness has created a campus culture where, “cheating and 
a lack of respect for academic integrity are epidemic” (Lake, 2009, A31). In her survey of 
students, Blum (2009) views the increase of academic integrity infractions as a result of student 
culture, blaming violations in relation to the pressures placed on students to succeed and on the 
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culture of sharing they experienced in the K-12 system. Even the students’ parents’ academic 
integrity has also been called into question (Colavecchio-Van Sickler, 2006; College Board, 
2007; Lourgos, 2010; and Taub, 2008a). The desire for academic success, which is considered an 
indicator of life success, has inspired some parents and students to have unrealistic expectations 
that when combined with a powerful sense of entitlement sometimes results in violations of 
campus integrity codes (Blum, 2009; Rosen, 2005; Rybak, 2007; Levine, 2006; Twenge, 2006).  
Legal issues. Student, parent, and institutional integrity issues have resulted in a growing 
involvement of lawyers and courts who believe that if universities act like corporations they 
should be subject to the same legal boundaries as the commercial entities they mirror (Gajda, 
2009). Colleges are increasingly being called into court to fight lawsuits or to settle legal claims 
short of litigation (Gajda, 2009; White, 2005). Colleges, and individual professors, are finding 
that they often have to adopt defensive positions taken in regard to the prospect of parental and 
student litigation. There is, for example, something of a growing demand and outright pressure 
on colleges to return to a more activist role in loco parentis. Parents are pressuring colleges to act 
on their behalf to manage and protect their children and would welcome a return to a university – 
student relationship that was more custodial (Bickel and Lake 1999; Howe & Strauss, 2001; 
Smith, 2000). Johnson (2007) argues that a number of parents’ right groups that emerged in the 
late 1990s did so because a number of parents felt higher education’s attempts to limit parents’ 
rights to make educational choices for their students was akin to the revocation of civil rights. 
Such groups argue that the supervisory power of the parent extend beyond the legal age of the 
majority if the student is still financially dependent on the parent.  
Like Johnson (2007), Bickel and Lake (1999) argue that it is parents who have 
precipitated much of this new, emerging legal relationship, and having led the charge to have 
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colleges accept a growing level of accountability for protecting students on and off their 
campuses, that, “Student safety has become a core issue for modern universities” (p.4). Bickel 
and Lake (1999), Smith (2000), and White (2005) suggest that colleges have been forced to 
reenter the arena of protecting and supervising student behavior under, if not the amorphous 
philosophy of in loco parentis, then the iron cage of torts – contract law. Institutions have had to 
reexamine their legal obligations to their students in terms of their supervision and care. Bickel 
and Lake clearly feel that media pressure and parent pressure is forcing universities to offer 
additional safeguards for their students. The literature indicates that colleges can expect 
increasing parent involvement in legal issues of student health and safety issues (Bickel & Lake, 
1999; Gajda, 2009; Howe & Strauss, 2003; Scott & Daniel, 2001). Also increasingly evident is a 
parental belief that universities have a legal obligation for facets of student success and 
achievement.  
Although courts and higher education institutions are being more responsive to legal 
responsibilities, parents are not satisfied with courts simply pushing colleges to accept more 
responsibility for conduct and safety issues. An increasing number of parents are forcing 
institutions into civil courts to be held accountable for the actions of their own children and for 
the actions and inactions of university officers. Recent cases involving colleges’ responsibilities 
related to student health, safety, drug and alcohol abuse, student violence, sexual assaults, and 
suicide prevention have driven institutions into a legally sanctioned co-parenting role (Healy, 
2000; Sontag, 2003). 
Bickel and Lake (1999) posit that a college’s legal responsibility to its students does not 
end with liability over their personal safety and security. Parents are beginning to investigate 
liability issues over the college’s responsibility to the economic security of the students and 
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colleges could expect an increase of parental legal action over issues of grades, failing classes, or 
even disciplinary action taken by the university. Gajda, for example, states that students and 
families have successfully litigated over “gauzy promises made in campus literature” (Schmidt, 
para. 5, 2009). The legal issues surrounding education malpractice has sent murky messages to 
students and parents alike as to where college responsibilities to students begin and end (Bickle 
& Lake, 1999; Van Der Werf, 2006; White, 2005). Courts have already found in favor of 
students from technical colleges that sued their alma maters for not adequately preparing them 
for the job market (Van Der Werf, 2006) and courts have found in favor of students challenging 
academic dishonesty penalties (Gajda, 2009). Once the line between personal responsibility and 
academic progress has been breached, parents will hold colleges as accountable for their 
students’ academic performance as they do for their students’ safety (Bickel & Lake, 1999; 
Howe & Strauss, 2003; White, 2005).  
A further example of the mixed message sent by institutions to students and parents about 
the nature of the legal responsibilities of each group can be seen in the changing nature of one of 
the legal tenants of the university-parent relations: FERPA. The 1974 FERPA was based on the 
belief that students in higher education were mature, responsible, and independent adults and, as 
such, their activities are their own business (White, 2005). Recent court decisions to hold 
colleges responsible for certain student behaviors have brought the age of a student’s majority 
into question. In 1986, FERPA was amended to give parents/custodians of dependent students, as 
defined by their tax returns, the ability to waive their students’ FERPA rights and gain access to 
the students’ academic records. Essentially, the 1986 revisions ascribed a status to students of 
that as something less than an adult; it codified such students in a dependent status to their 
parents. Some institutions have policies that consider all students to be dependents (Lowery, 
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2005) while some other institutions make students waive their FERPA rights as part of the 
admission process to particular programs. Further amendments to FERPA in 1998 allowed 
colleges to notify parents of their students’ violation of campus alcohol and drug policies, so now 
nearly half of all colleges disclose such information to parents on alcohol and drug violations. 
Bickel and Lake (1999) believe colleges have accepted the legal definition of students as 
something less than independent adults. Baker (2008), Johnsen (2007) and Wilson (2008) argue 
that parents will continue to advocate for further FERPA revisions until they are granted full 
access to their students’ academic records. 
The mixed messages sent by FERPA has placed higher education institutions in a 
somewhat paradoxical position of giving the parents something they want and accepting the role 
of an institutionally sponsored arbiter of behavior while still holding the line on restricting access 
to academic information. This interpretation, McDonald (2008) believes, has been incorrectly 
applied by advisors and administrators in an attempt to limit the intervention from heavily 
involved parents, or “attack-helicopter parents” as he calls them. Colleges still view students as 
minors when it comes to alcohol violations but not when it comes to academic progress. Johnsen 
(2007) argues FERPA diminishes parents’ rights to make academic and college related health 
decision for their children so much so that FERPA is akin to the revocation of parents’ civil 
rights. Furthermore, Johnsen has argued that colleges need to recognize that the supervisory 
power of the parent extends beyond the legal age of a student’s majority if the student is still 
financially dependent on the parent. The FERPA paradox influences both parents and advisors 
who are often on the front line of having to respond to parental requests for information and in 
having to explain the provisions of FERPA to parents who feel they have a right to such 
information.  
 49
The confused and changing positions that colleges adopt concerning their holistic 
responsibilities to students and the belief that colleges are moving toward being commercial 
entities is generating both distance and suspicion among stakeholders such as faculty, 
administrators, students and parents. It is clear therefore, that this mutual suspicion will continue 
to fuel the fire of more litigation (Gajda, 2009). 
 
The Impact of Parental Involvement on Parents 
Parents are now as much of a specific cohort on campus as their students and, therefore, 
require specific institutional access and services (Howe & Strauss, 2003; Leavitt, Snyder, & 
Whipple, 2005; Mullendore & Banahan, 2007; Spanier, 2004; Wartman & Savage, 2008). 
Leavitt, Snyder, and Whipple (2005) point out that many parents have become high-end users of 
university resources as they search for a role to play between their students and their colleges. 
Elkind (2003), Leavitt, Snyder, and Whipple (2005), Levine (2006), Marano (2004), Rosen 
(2005), and Twenge (2006) all claim that there has been a growing professionalization in 
parenting, where many parents have organized, planned, and scheduled their children’s 
development and activities as if running corporate management teams. Parents continue to be 
plagued by fears for their children, in spite of the fact that their children enjoy a greater degree of 
prosperity and safety than any previous generation (Howe & Strauss, 2003; Levine, 2006; 
Stearns, 2003; Weissbourd, 2009). 
Once in college, many of today’s students constantly refer and defer to their parents as 
guardians, advisors, and as friends (e.g., Elkind, 2003; Howe & Strauss, 2000; Leavitt, Snyder, 
& Whipple, 2005; Levine, 2006; Spanier, 2004; Twenge, 2006) and many parents have tied their 
perceptions of their success as parents, even their self-worth, to their children’s academic success 
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(Eaton, 2003; Rosen, 2005). Crocker (2002), Crocker and Wolfe (2001), Eaton (2003, 2006), and 
Shellenbarger (2005) have all found that a significant number of parents of college students are 
so anxious about their children’s success that they have become depressed. Eaton (2003), for 
example, states that a number of parents are seeking validation for their own self-esteem through 
their students’ success. The issue of parental contingent self-worth, as Eaton calls it, is 
problematic for both sides of the relationship. For parents, their own sense of self worth is too 
closely tied to the success and failures of their children. Eaton (2003) has found as many as 20% 
of parents of college students experience depression as a result of their concern over their 
students’ college experience. Parents of poorly performing students may mirror the students’ 
sense of anxiety, stress, and even depression, but even when students are performing well, many 
parents remain emotionally crippled by high levels of anxiety about their students’ future 
performance (Eaton, 2003; Shellenbarger, 2005).  
Crocker and Wolf (2001) find that when an individual’s sense of self worth is dependent 
on the success of another, the individual is more prone to intense emotional vicissitudes. 
Essentially, parents who are experiencing the ups and downs of regular student life tend to feel 
an inflated emotional connection to the students’ emotional experiences. Moreover, any set back 
leads to increased parental involvement and a greater emotional investment in the students’ 
success (Croker & Wolfe, 2001; Eaton, 2003; Pomerantz & Eaton, 2001). Such studies, 
somewhat ironically, have documented that involved parents of both poorly performing students 
and positively performing students have a diminished intrinsic self worth. Parents are operating 
in a state of high anxiety awaiting news from their children, this worrying creates an 
interdependent relationship where the parents exert significant control in an attempt to help their 
children reach the parents’ notion of desired outcomes. This intrinsic connection between 
 51
parents, students, grades, and self worth goes some way to explain the desire exhibited by many 
parents to be heavily involved with the students’ college careers.  
 
The Influence of “Letting go” Literature 
The role parents are taking in their children’s college careers has, itself, inspired a sub 
literature. Illustrative of the changing role of parental involvement on campus is the whole 
“letting go” literature aimed at parents of new college students (Brody, 2000; Coburn, 2003, 
2006; Coburn & Treeger, 2003, Gearing, 2006;  Hofer & Moore, 2010: Johnson & Schelhas-
Miller, 2000; Mullendore & Nanhan, 2007; Mullendore & Hatch, 2000; Savage, 2003; Smith & 
Gordon, 2005;Van Steenhouse, 2002). Many fit in to the “self-help” genre and most studies 
follow similar structure and themes: the personal anecdotes of how parents have felt when their 
child left home and then sections of practical advice, much of it based on psychology, on how to 
cope and work through the transformative experience.  
Clearly intended for a popular audience, the “letting go” literature constitutes a guide for 
parents while addressing the issue of student development and appropriate levels of parent 
involvement. This literature provides valuable insight, however, for practitioners and 
stakeholders alike. Coburn and Treeger (2003), Kastner (2002), and Savage (2003), for example, 
offer interesting insights on the college experience for the millennial student, how it differs 
dramatically from the parents’ college experience, warn against over involved parenting, and 
offer guidelines for positive interaction for parents and school officials. 
This popular literature attempts to identify positive parenting strategies and point out 
issues where involvement becomes intrusion with negative implications for student development 
and parental relationship with the college. Generally, the “letting go” literature strives to provide 
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positive parenting models for the parents of college students. Hofer and Moore (2010), for 
example, offer suggestions for how parents can remain connected and supportive while avoiding 
becoming over-involved and impeding students’ development. Like Hofer and Moore, the letting 
go literature offers strategies for parents to communicate with their new students and offers 
advice on when to communicate with college officials, when to let students fight the battles, and 
how to mentor and coach their students into being effective students and adults. The whole genre 
of self-help parenting guides reinforces the image that the Baby Boomer parents approach their 
parenting duties with a planned intentionality and an intensity of preparation for any and all 
eventualities. It further demonstrates the special relationship that exists between this generation 
of students and parents and, by extrapolation, suggests that the student and parent relationship 
with an academic advisor will also mark a new kind of relationship. Perhaps with an 
understanding that such works will be read by student affairs professionals, the authors 
recommend colleges coordinate communication and information strategies for parents and even 
develop or enhance offices that deal with parents. As Coburn (2006) suggests, “Implicit in all 
this information is the message that the parents’ role is to support their child’s development and 
growing independence” (p.12) and those campuses that have initiated such programming are, 
“Tapping into the upside and managing potential drawbacks of highly involved parents is taking 
on great importance on an increasing number of campuses” (p.9).  
A rather interesting comment on the role of involved parenting and letting go is found in 
Dickinson College’s oft cited “Are you a helicopter parent?” quiz. The quiz has been reproduced 
on-line by the College Board (College Board 2006, 2007) and by a number of popular press 
outlets. The quiz warns parents to avoid impeding students’ development but encourages 
appropriate engagement with the students’ colleges. Furthermore, the College Board (2006) 
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advises parents to let their children make their own decisions and solve their own problems. 
Since the publication of the 2007 NSSE results that suggests a level of involved parenting has 
positive ramifications, the College Board’s discussion of parenting has been far less negative 
than the initial iteration.  
 Much of the letting go literature argues that for a successful, healthy disengagement to 
happen, the higher education institution has to take some of the responsibility to educate the 
parents both on the need to let go and about the structures, procedures, and resources available 
for students on the campus (e.g., Brody, 2000; Coburn & Treeger, 2003; Johnson & Schelhas-
Miller, 2000; Kastner, 2002; Mullendore & Hatch, 2000; Van Steenhouse, 2002). Evidently, a 
number of institutions have adopted the terminology and the lessons from self-help books and 
consequently offer letting go sessions during orientation or utilize web-based parental 
information to school the audience through the expectations that parents will remain 
appropriately connected to their college freshmen. Some institutions stress the potential harm 
that ensues when over-involvement becomes intrusion. The goal behind many of these programs 
is to set the expectations for future parent-college engagement. In reality, these letting go 
sessions and other college sponsored conduits for letting go information do offer something of a 
programmatic response to the perceived and real problems associated with heavily involved 
parenting.  
A number of colleges have added professional, full time parent liaison offices along with 
letting go programs (Adenekan, 2006; Hoover, 2004; Inside Higher Ed, 2006; Johnson, 2004; 
Schumacher, 2005) and the number of such offices and programs is increasing (Inside Higher 
Ed, 2006). Many of institutions have also altered orientation programs to include parents 
programs (Colavaecchio-Van Sickler, 2006; Lipka, 2007; Newbart, 2005; Schellenbarger, 2006; 
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Schoenherr, 2006; Wills, 2005) further demonstrating the acceptance that there really is a special 
relationship between this generation of students and parents. Johnson (2004) argues, however, 
that the relationship must be determined by the college: 
Colleges may have no choice about whether they will deal with parents but when it 
comes to how they interact with this important and influential group, they have many 
options. Each institution should develop goals and programs that engage parents 
appropriately and beneficially in the education of their sons and daughters. (p.B11)  
 
 
Advisor and Advising Administrator Perceptions of Heavily Involved Parenting  
Parents’ desires to be heavily involved in students’ college careers means that parents 
will probably at some time interact with an academic advisor or a member of the academic 
affairs team. The interaction could be to explore some general information or it could be to 
correct what the parent believes has been a mistaken position articulated by an advisor. As well 
as being aware of their advising role in guiding both the academic and social development of 
students, many advising professionals are keenly aware of the influences parents can exert over 
their students as they navigate the myriad college landscapes (Gordon & Habley, 2000; Kepic & 
Mastrodicasa, 2005; Menezes, 2005; Smith & Gordon, 2005; Taub, 2008, Wartman & Savage, 
2008). The issues of parental involvement in student development and direct parental 
involvement with the advisor are important but complex ones. Advisors and advising 
administrators, therefore, are, according to Wartman and Savage (2008), “wary of the potential 
effects of increased parental involvement” (p.21).  
Parents have become high users of advisor’s time and resources with an estimated one-
third of parents being heavily involved and directly engaging with advisors, (Bickel & Lake, 
1999, Coburn, 2004; Johnson, 2004; Kadison, 2006; Kepic & Mastrodicasa, 2005; Leavitt, 
Snyder, & Whipple 2005; Seaman, 2005; Taub 2008; Sax et al., 2007). A recent Syracuse 
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University study suggested that 45% of parental contacts with university officers were the 
parents’ attempt to resolve an issue that the students had failed to resolve themselves, such as 
roommate disputes and attempts to clarify academic issues (Wartman & Savage, 2008). In is no 
surprise, therefore, that parental involvement is being recognized on campus for precipitating 
“frustrations . . . among staff and administrators” (Wartman & Savage, 2008, p.84).  
The high level of continued involvement of parents with the academic progress of 
students suggests that there has been a shift in parental expectations. This, in turn, has given rise 
to a concern that too many parents fail to “let go” as their children begin college careers (Brody, 
2000; Coburn & Treeger, 2003; Johnson & Schelhas-Miller, 2000; Kastner, 2002; Van 
Steenhouse, 2002). The literature clearly indicates that the interaction between students’ parents 
and academic advisors and administrators is increasing (e.g., Merriman, 2006, 2007) and that 
parental expectations are forcing a paradigm shift in how colleges and advisors are expected to 
engage with the parent stakeholders (Keppler, Mullendore, & Carey, 2005; Mullendore, 
Banaham, & Ramsey, 2005; Mullendore & Hatch, 2000; Scott & Daniel, 2000; Smith & Gordon, 
2003).  
The advising professionals are, therefore, often caught between being the students’ 
counselor and parents’ counselor, while trying to balance rules, laws, and procedures and their 
own professional standards and philosophies. Mullendore, Banahan, and Ramsey (2005), 
Mullendore and Banahan (2007), and Smith and Gordon (2003), for example, offer 
recommendations and suggestions towards best practices. Their insights are grounded in student 
development theory and on professional experience. Like much work of its kind, it is meant for 
student affairs professionals and is published by professional student affairs organizations.  
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Several studies (Cutright, 2008; Keppler, Mullendore, and Carey, 2005; Lum, 2006; 
Lynch, 2006; Menezes, 2005; Mullendore, Banahan, and Ramsey, 2005; Taylor, 2006; Scott & 
Daniel, 2001) find, through experience and anecdotal information, that parents are increasing 
their level of involvement and they argue that colleges need to find common ground to 
accommodate the parents’ expanded role. Although they argue that there are some negative 
facets of parental involvement, such as the diminution of the students’ ability to advocate for 
themselves, they generally consider involvement a positive behavior. Still, they all agree, 
colleges need to appropriately direct the parental desire to step in and act on behalf of students. 
These authors are illustrative of a component of the practitioner literature that argue that higher 
education needs to work with parents as partners, calling for a change of student affairs culture to 
integrate an expanded parental role. It is student affairs administrators who are in the best 
position to create this new relationship, for: 
There are a number of reasons why it makes educational sense for the college to provide 
clearly defined opportunities for parents to stay involved in their student’s academic 
experience. The underlying aim in student development theory and practice is to provide 
an educational environment that acknowledges the multidimensional aspects of human 
development and strives to enhance growth process. (Mullendore, Banahan, & Ramsey, 
2005, p.11)  
 
Gerdes (2004), a practitioner, is at the fore of the emerging literature that is actively 
combating the negative images of the helicopter parents (Colby, 2008; Cutright 2008; College 
Board, 2007; Hoover, 2008a; Luther, 2008; Lipka, 2007; Marklein, 2008; Matthews, 2007; 
Mullendore & Banahan, 2007; Savage, 2003, 2007). Gerdes argues that the negative image of the 
helicopter parent has led many college administrators to dismiss the continued, healthy role 
parents can play in their students’ lives. Gerdes suggests that some parental involvement is 
developmentally appropriate as a college student navigates the road to autonomy. She recognizes 
that some parents cross the line from involvement to intrusion but that colleges need to avoid the 
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artificial removal of parents from the students’ life. Gerdes suggests college administrators guide 
parental involvement to make those parents advocates, instead of pitting parental advice against 
that of the institution. This perspective is gaining traction. Recently, the College Board changed 
the tenor of its web article on helicopter parents, from suggesting they are a negative influence 
on student development, to a more positive portrait of involved parenting (College Board 2006, 
2007). Studies that have presented involved parents in a more nuanced and positive light were 
supported by the research based findings of the 2007 NSSE report. 
Many academic affairs officers recognize the positive role parents can play in students’ 
adjustment to college (Hoover & Lipka, 2006). Some advisors have articulated that instead of 
being concerned about helicopter parents, colleges need to be more concerned about the negative 
influence of neglectful parents (Luther, 2008). Clearly, many parents of the millennial generation 
can feel justifiably proud of how their children have turned out so far. The millennials were born 
in an era when crime, divorce, abortion, and drug and alcohol addiction had reached all time 
highs. Now, the millennials as college students drink and take drugs at the lowest levels for a 
generation and are responsible for the lowest incidences of campus crime and violence in thirty 
years (Ferguson, 2008; Habley, 2006; Howe & Strauss, 2003).  
 Keppler, Mullendore, and Carey (2005), Mullendore, Banahan, and Ramsey (2005), 
Mullendore and Banahan (2007), Pennington (2005), and Stirling (2005) are among those who, 
based on experience, suggest that student affairs professionals need to take the lead in 
developing policies, procedures, and programs for working with parents. They argue that higher 
education institutions have an obligation to both students and parents as students and consumers. 
Stirling (2005) argues that:  
Creating a partnership with today’s college parents is the most productive way for us as 
institutions to address their needs. By making parents our partners in promoting a positive 
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experience for their students, we enlist help from what in the past may have seemed an 
unlikely, and sometimes even unwelcome, source. (p.10) 
 
Kepic (2005), Kepic and Mastrodicasa (2005), Leavitt, Snyder, and Whipple (2005), and 
Menezes (2005) contribute to the literature from positions as active advisors or administrators. 
Menezes (2005) opines that overly protective, intrusive, and demanding parents are “changing 
the relationship between academic advisors and the students they advise. Advisors are now faced 
with finding a way to include parents in the advising session without compromising a sense of 
trust and confidence with students” (para. 3). He argues that advisors have to expect to work with 
parents and, consequently, they need to develop the strategies to do so effectively. It is 
something of a balancing act: communicating to ensure the legal rights of students are protected 
that the advisor can foster an environment that allows exploration of autonomy while still 
providing an opportunity for meaningful parental engagement. Menezes’ work is guardedly 
positive. Although he understands that his role, and the general advisors’ role, is being 
inexorably altered by parents, he suggests that advisors can play a positive role as 
communicators, educators, and interlocutors with students and their parents. 
Another active advisor, Kepic (2005), is cognizant of an increase in parental activity and 
believes that parental involvement has become part of an academic advisor's expectations. Kepic 
sees parental activity as potentially positive and he explains his role as often serving as a family 
counselor. He offers direction on how academic advisors can work effectively with parents yet 
he also warns that too many parents’ programs could encourage even more parental 
involvement. There is more of a sense in Kepic’s discussion that too much parental involvement 
is a concern that advisors share for their students’ development. He argues that advisors should 
be the gatekeepers of parental involvement allowing some but drawing the line when 
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involvement would become detrimental to the students. Kepic argues that students need to be 
allowed to deal with the day to day challenges they face as college students and young adults. 
Collegenews.org. (2006), Lynch (2006), and Stamats (2006) all posit that parental 
involvement in the admissions process has reached epidemic proportions. There is a general 
understanding that parents who are increasingly investing large sums of money to pay for college 
expect, in return, a greater role in the decision making as to what college to attend. There is also 
the concern that parental over-involvement leads to a diminution of the student’s input and 
strains the relationship between the admissions counselor and the student and family. Rich 
(2006) finds some admissions officers have deeper relationships with parents than with the 
prospective students while former College Parents of America President, James A. Boyle, 
believes that recruiting a student means recruiting a family (Boyle, 2006). Admissions officers, 
therefore, must ensure that it is the students’ wishes that have primacy and parents need to be 
counseled out of an overly intrusive role in their students’ decision making processes (Lynch, 
2006). 
 
The Influence of Consumerism 
Boyle (2006), Scott and Daniel (2006), Lum (2006), and Lynch (2006) argue that 
colleges need to expect and service increasing parental involvement because they have entered 
into a customer service model with parents. The increase in the cost of attending college has also 
resulted in a commensurate increase in the demands parents make. Data reported by CIRP 
documents the changing attitudes towards education expressed by freshmen. CIRP has tracked 
freshmen values and aspirations since 1966. Today’s freshmen see college as a means to an end, 
that end being getting a good job after graduation whereas a freshmen in the late 1960s entered 
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college to develop a meaningful philosophy of life (Astin, Sax, & Korn, 2003). The changing 
attitude towards a college education influences students, parents, and higher education 
institutions. Scott and Daniel (2001), for example, raise concerns regarding higher education’s 
customer service model, attitudes, and values. Although Scott and Daniel are supportive of 
parental involvement, they express concern over the number of parents who superimpose a 
consumer model on to the traditional mission of the college. Most institutions have attempted to 
attract the highest quality students they can and this has precipitated corporate type marketing, 
advertising, and branding campaigns (Geiger, 2004; Lawlor, 2006; Nathan, 2005; Scott & 
Daniel, 2001, University Business, 2004; Wartman & Savage, 2008). Corporatism is ever 
apparent in the nomenclature of a modern university where we “increasingly hear university 
administrators who speak like corporate managers, who believe that they are competing in an 
educational marketplace for student-consumers” (Nathan, 2005, p.3).  
A new generation of parents has been influenced by the marketing of higher education 
and are also concerned about the cost of tuition, cognizant of the changing job market, and aware 
of the value-for-money market ideal and as a result they are altering the traditional parent to 
college relationship (Immerwahr & Johnson, 2007; Wartman & Savage, 2008). Carney-Hall 
(2008), for example, states, “Consumer entitlement is turning today’s parents into aggressive 
advocates. It is no surprise that parents are interested consumers of education by being involved 
in the college process” (p.4.). Stanley O. Ikenberry (2006), former president of the University of 
Illinois and American Council on Education, posits that the increasing cost of higher education, 
coupled with its inability to quantify its outcomes, leads to a greater concern among parents and 
students as to value for money of their college education. The increase in parental involvement, 
therefore, is a manifestation of anxious parents’ desire to make sure the students gets the most 
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out of the investment in a college education (Adenekan, 2006; Johnson, 2005; Newbart, 2005; 
Washington Times, 2005). Miriam David believes that rising tuition has led parents to behave 
like consumers (Adeneken, 2006). Eisenstock (2005), Hofer and Moore (2010), Hoover, (2004), 
and Marklein (2005) highlight growing concerns that higher education is in danger of 
surrendering some traditional aspects of a college education to the consumer demands of the 
market place. Barmak Nassirian, associate executive director of the American Association of 
Collegiate Registrars and Admissions Officers, has stated that, “the educational process has 
become so commercialized and commodified . . . [that] a subset of parents believes the very act 
of paying for something entitles them to a certain kind of outcome” (quoted by Hoover, 2004, 
p.A.53).  
 
The Influence of Parental Involvement on Academic Advising 
It is the professional academic advisors and the advising administrators who, by the very 
nature of their positions, continuously interact with children of heavily involved parents and 
interact with the heavily involved parents more than other college officers. Their roles are unique 
on campus for they interact with students through every stage of the students’ engagement from 
admissions through graduation. The perspective of advisors and advising administrators is, 
therefore, a necessary consideration when studying the phenomenon of heavily involved parents. 
Habley and Morales (1998), Price (2008), Strange (2004) and Yarrish (2008) all suggest 
that it is academic affairs and academic advisors that are the main locus of the students’ 
engagement with college. The role of advising cannot be understated in its support of students, 
particularly a new, traditional aged freshman. A student’s freshman year is the time of greatest 
change in his or her academic growth and development (Pascarella, 2006; Simpson, 1993), but it 
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is also the time when a student is at the highest risk of not being retained (Beal & Noel, 1980; 
Starke, 1994). The literature argues that academic advising can play a key role in retaining 
students, improving students’ connection to college, persistence, graduation, and guaranteeing 
students’ developing meaningful learning experience (Anderson, 1997; Gordon & Habley 2000; 
Grites 1979; Hunter & White, 2004; Light, 2001; Lowenstein, 2005; Pascarella & Terenzini, 
2005; Yarrish, 2008). Academic advising, therefore, should be viewed as potentially one of the 
best tools a college has to assist student adjustment to and success in college (Kuh, Kinzie, 
Schuh, Whitt & Associates, 2005). According to the National Academic Advising Association 
(2006) advising is:  
Integral to fulfilling the teaching and learning mission of higher education. Through 
academic advising, students learn to become members of their higher education 
community, to think critically about their roles and responsibilities, and to prepare to be 
educated citizens of a democratic society and global community. (para.7) 
 
The mentoring relationship that advisors can develop with students has also been shown to have 
a positive influence on the connection and retention of underrepresented students (Bordes & 
Arrondes, 2005; Ferrari, 2004). 
Since the early 1970s, the accepted professional model for academic advising has been 
grounded in student development theory; the recommendation that advisors look beyond the 
process of course selection and personally guide students through the exploration of social, 
academic, career, and life goals (e.g., Backhus, 1989; Baxter Magolda & King, 2008; Crookston, 
1972; Frank, 1988; Gordon, 1992; Gordon & Habley, 2000; Noel & Levitz, 1989; O'Banion, 
1972). O'Banion (1972), for example, posits that the advisors’ focus on the student’s cognitive 
development is a necessary part of the advisor to student relationship as most underclassmen are 
not at the developmental level to arrive at academic major or career decisions. It is with an 
advisor’s support, that students begin to develop self efficacy during their undergraduate years.  
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As the literature states, advising reflects the dominant traits of the student body (Grites, 
1979; Habley & McCauley, 1987; King, 1993), contemporary advising, therefore, needs to 
provide an increased level of support required by the new students and, either directly or 
indirectly, the students’ parents. It is clear from the extant literature that advisors will be required 
to interact with parents more frequently than ever before because student affairs officers “are 
typically the best prepared to help families understand the comprehensive nature of the student 
experience” (Price, 2008, p.29). Christman and Paonessa (2005), Cutright, (2008), Keppler, 
Mullendore, Banahan, and Ramsey (2005), Mullendore and Carey (2005), Mullendore and Hatch 
(2000), and Smith and Gordon (2003) all suggest that it is imperative for academic affairs and 
student affairs to accept this new paradigm of parental involvement and develop techniques to 
educate and guide appropriate parental involvement.  
Advising models can differ from campus to campus, but according to NACADA (2006) 
good academic advising is intrinsic to the educational mission of successfully transitioning a 
student into college life and adulthood. Advising has evolved from a model of faculty assisting 
students with course planning to a comprehensive process of student development across a 
plethora of campus contexts (Grites, 1979). Contemporary advising, therefore, is a systemic 
process that facilitates student learning across the three contexts of academic, career, and life 
development (Creamer, 2000; Winston et al., 1984). For example, students who require 
additional campus resources or services typically seek those services initially through their 
advising offices (Habley & Morales, 1998; Healthy Minds, 2007). Contemporary advisors and 
advising administrators are experienced in working with students and stakeholders across a 
plethora of development programs, policies, and activities, such advising professionals are also 
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expected to possess a deep understanding of student development theory and practice (Cookston, 
1972; Grites, 1979; Habley, 1993; King, 1993; Lowenstein, 2005). 
NACADA’s (2006) core values note that advisors’ primary focus is on students and that 
they must develop a relationship of mutual respect and trust with their advisees, advise 
holistically, help students integrate information so they can intentionally plan their academic and 
life progress. Advisors also have a professional responsibility to their institutions, higher 
education, and the broader community including modeling professional behavior, 
communication skills, civic engagement, and ethics for their students (NACADA, 2006). 
Assisting students develop a sense of self agency and advocacy has been articulated as an 
underlying tenet of student affairs philosophy (Coomes & DeBard, 2004; Evans & Reason, 
2001) and it has been viewed as the philosophical and practical pillar of a number of advising 
models (e.g., Crookston, 1972; O’Banion, 1972; Titley, 1978). Crookston (1972) argues that 
advising goes beyond course selection to an interactive process that assists students to adjust to 
the whole campus environment and understand that the college experience is the journey to self 
actualization. Advisors interact with students in assisting and encouraging students to explore 
academic, vocational, and life goals, to make informed choices, to reflect on their rational 
decision-making processes, to stimulate interpersonal awareness, and to affect a sense of 
growing independence and self-identity. According to Kramer (2000), “The questions we raise, 
the perceptions we share, the resources we suggest, the short term decisions, the long-range plans 
we help students think through – all should increase students’ capacity to take charge” (p.84). 
The advising process and the advisor, therefore, influence the students’ personal lives as they 
help the students navigate the academic landscape, because “When viewed as an educational 
process and done well, academic advising plays a critical role in connecting students with 
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learning outcomes to foster and support their engagement, success, and the attainment of key 
learning outcomes” (Campbell & Nutt, 2008, para. 2). 
Contemporary academic advising is based upon the interaction between the students and 
the advisors. It is both a process and a philosophy grounded within its own theoretical constructs 
(Creamer, 2000; Raushi, 1993). Advising theory borrows heavily from cognitive/development 
theory and psychosocial theories and is, essentially, understanding where the student is in his or 
her own developmental stage and introducing concepts and information appropriate to the 
student’s awareness. In so doing, a skilled advisor facilitates a student’s rational processing of 
information, their environment, options, and personal interactions (Crookston, 1972; Frost, 
1991). Ender and Wilkie (2000) argue that the developmental advisor focuses attention on the 
student development themes of academic competence, personal involvement on campus, and 
developing or validating a life purpose. A major goal of advising, therefore, is to empower the 
student to take responsibility for their own explorations, decisions, and actions (Frost, 1991; 
Kramer, 2000). Crookston (1972) argues that advising is a teaching function where an 
understanding is negotiated by the students and advisors so that both grow and learn through the 
interaction and the transaction of information. The advising process is, therefore, predicated on 
the interrelationship shared between students and advisors as a systemic process. Clearly, the 
introduction of overt parental influence, physically or metaphorically, changes the nature of the 
advising relationship and the advising learning outcome. 
Students want a close relationship with their advisors and have articulated their advising 
needs as developmental as well as informational. Students want environments where they not 
only feel connected to college personnel but one where they feel comfortable discussing personal 
attitudes and concerns (Frost, 1991; Healthy Minds Study, 2007). More students feel comfortable 
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discussing personal and life issues with their advisors than with their professors (Healthy Minds 
Study, 2007). Even a limited number of advising appointments increases the students’ sense of 
connection to college (Frost, 1991). Engagement with campus, the sense of connection, is often 
cited as one of the key components in positive student retention (NSSE, 2008).  
Advising freshmen requires an intrusive level of advising, a system that fosters an 
enhanced level of connection to ease that students’ transition from home and high school to the 
college environment. Steele and McDonald (2000) argue that advisors are the key lynchpin in 
facilitating a freshman or transfer student’s transition to the new college environment. An 
important component of the advising will specifically introduce issues concerning students’ 
sense of identity, autonomy, and responsibility for “Academic advisors are vital contributors to a 
new intellectual and social environment for freshmen” (Frost, 1991). 
The advisors play a vital, often central role, in a freshman’s adjustment to the separation 
from home, the new level of academic expectations, and in the transition to autonomy. Advisors 
assist students in overcoming anxiety about making life choices and in helping the students 
acquire problem solving skills (Gordon, 1985). An intrusive advising program’s goal is not 
simply designed to place students in majors but to provide an environment where students 
recognize their abilities and interests, become comfortable with taking the major role in their 
own problem solving, and are able to make thoughtful, informed decisions. Gordon (1988), 
borrowing from Chickering (1969), suggests that good advising will help the student develop 
competence, autonomy, and purpose. 
 To be most influential, advising needs to be a deliberate, developmental process centered 
on the key advisor-student relationship. That shared responsibility demonstrates the most 
positive outcomes (Gordon, 1985; Frost, 1991). Smith and Gordon (2003) stress that advising is 
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a shared responsibility between advisor and student and the appropriate parental role is for 
parents to encourage their students to make contact with academic advisors. Smith and Gordon 
encourage parents to let their students make adult decisions in conjunction with their academic 
advisors and suggest the appropriate role for parents is one of support and not one of direct 
engagement with the process. Mullendore and Banahan (2007) suggest that even one direct 
parental intervention could undermine the students’ ability to manage anxiety, decision making, 
or problem solving. The advisors’ regular intervention techniques with students are altered if the 
students’ parents are overtly or covertly present in the advising session. 
Parental involvement and parental influence is an issue for advisors, so much so that 
Christman and Paonessa (2005) suggest that advisors need to attempt to ascertain the type of 
parenting style the students have been subject to in the family home, gauge the level of the 
students’ autonomy and parental influence, and advise accordingly. Continuing on the parenting 
style theory, Christman and Paonessa (2005) suggest that the effective advisor attempts to adapt 
the style of an authoritative parent. A number of studies (e.g., Habley & Morales, 1998; and 
especially, Sax et al., 2007), however, argue that advisors are undertrained in the counseling 
delivery aspects of their role. The fact that the literature that would inform both advisor training 
and advising delivery is relatively absent compounds the growing problems.  
Baxter Magolda (2003)  and Baxter Magolda and King (2008) argue that academic 
advisors have a special role to play in promoting students’ self-authorship that advising is a key 
venue where students experience transformational learning. Those students who still rely on 
external support to direct their own lives and meaning require a supportive and intentional 
environment that both challenges students yet supports them as they develop important self-
knowledge and identity. To challenge the locus of knowledge from the influence of the external 
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authority, Baxter Magolda and King (2008) argue that advisors should offer greater opportunities 
in the advising appointment discussions and through connection to the broader college 
environment for students to develop their own internal compasses. Baxter Magolda and King 
articulate one of the foundational tenants of academic advising. 
Conclusion 
It is clear from this review of the literature that parental involvement can exert a positive 
influence on students’ academic and psychosocial growth, but it is also evident that parental 
involvement can reach a level that is considered over-involvement with potentially negative 
effects. Questions remain, though, as to what behaviors, influences, and involvement actually 
constitute over-involvement with negative ramifications. The review of the literature has 
emphasized the need for the present study by highlighting the gap that exists in the extant body 
of literature as well as the nature of the issue itself. It has also highlighted that part of the 
problem in assessing the influence of heavily involved parents can be traced back to the disparate 
images of parental involvement contained in the various literatures.  
 This research effort, therefore, has attempted to redress the problems encountered in the 
literature review by providing the advising context in which to examine the influence of heavily 
involved parents. By examining the influence of heavily involved parents through their 
interactions with academic affairs officers, this study makes a useful contribution to the field. It 
is evident from the literatures that parents play a significant and long lasting role on students’ 
adjustment and success in college. It is also apparent in the literature that the role of the 
academic advisor and advising administrator is important in ensuring the successful academic 
adjustment of students but also in serving as the campus officer most likely to engage with 
parents with academic questions. The advisor is also the campus officer most likely to encounter 
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parental influence either though the advising appointments with the students of involved parents 
or directly via the parents themselves. As advising is, according to Gordon, “one of the most 
important functions on campus” (1994, p.ix) it is important for a research study to explore the 
advisors’ perspectives and understanding of the influence exerted by involved parents. 
In many ways the advisor is uniquely qualified to be the locus of this study. Few campus 
officers have the scope and experience the advisor has in working with students for the advisors’ 
footprints on any campus are broad and deep. The advisors’ scope and exposure also enables 
them to be the canaries in the coalmine in assessing the influence of parental involvement. It has 
been known for some time that student family dynamics have implications for academic advising 
(Upcraft & Stephens, 2000). Advising is no longer the course scheduling it once was but is now 
a “multirole job of part course scheduler, part remedial expect, part personal counselor, part 
career counselor, part financial aid resource, and part just about everything else students need” 
(Upcraft & Stephens, 2000, p.80). It is therefore incumbent on the advisors to make the 
appropriate responses to each student that they come into contact with, yet the guidance on how 
advisors should best work with students and parents is, as yet, very limited.  
The challenges facing academic advisors are even more daunting as they are often 
provided with little institutional guidance. Advisors, therefore, have to seek out their own 
sources of information about the changing nature of the student environment and higher 
education trends. Advisors tend to turn to each other either informally or formally through 
professional conferences, practitioner literatures, or mutual support around the proverbial office 
water cooler. The dearth of research based studies on parental involvement, as the above 
literature demonstrates, is both limited and problematic for advising. Advisors are, however, in a 
unique position to effect change. As the conduit for information from colleges to students to 
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parents and vice versa, advisors can initiate and guide policy either formally or informally. To do 
so, though, requires a solid, well researched base of information and not the guidance of negative 
media stereotypes. Only after such specific studies are available will advising administrators and 
advisors be able to address the concerns over the absence of specific advisor preparation and 
training to work effectively with heavily involved parents (Sax et al., 2007). 
There has been a significant growth in the number of programs, initiatives, and 
communication that have been offered to meet the perceived and real demands posed by this 
generation of parents (Savage, 2007). Academic fields such as developmental psychology and 
higher education programs have only begun to explore this issue and, as yet, cannot with a sense 
of certainty supported by research finding offer programmatic guidance and support. Future 
research should examine the impact of parental involvement on their children’s academic and 
psychosocial adjustment as those children navigate the various college landscapes. Research 
needs to address the long-term impact of involved parenting on academic affairs officers, on 
colleges and on the institution of higher education in general. 
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Chapter 3 
Methodology 
This chapter discusses the research design and the methods that were utilized in the 
collection and analysis of data. The methodology employed was that of a case study. A case 
study is a study of a case, or cases, described through rich detail collected via multiple sources of 
information (Creswell, 1998) and is an ideal qualitative methodology for capturing the complex 
human nature of an issue. According to Stake, “Case study is the study of a particularity and 
complexity of a single case, coming to understand its activity within important circumstances” 
(Stake, 1995, p.xi). It is a particularly good methodology, therefore, to utilize when attempting to 
understand a phenomenon in a single context (Creswell, 1998). Case study methodology is 
considered so effective that is has become the leading qualitative methodology (Stake, 2005).  
This case study is based on the perceptions of academic advisors and advising 
administrators within the integrated yet decentralized advising program at the University of the 
Midwest. This academic advising unit has a distinct focus on people, is clearly bounded, is an 
integrated system, and is purposive and, therefore, provides four criteria that Stake (1995) argues 
make for a good case. The main research question that informs the study, the advising 
professionals’ perception of the influences exerted by heavily involved parents, provide the 
“particularity and complexity” best described by a case study (Stake, 1995 p.xi). To be effective, 
a case should provide a purposeful sample to investigate the stated research questions. The 
advising professionals that participated in the research provide such a sample. Describing and 
understanding such a complex interpersonal context is, therefore, best illustrated through a 
qualitative case study design (Rubin & Rubin, 1995; Stake, 1995). 
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This study is guided by the main question: how do academic advisors and advising 
administrators perceive the role and influence of heavily involved parents?  The study also 
attempted to address a number of important sub-questions:  
1. How do academic advising professionals define the positive and negative attributes of 
heavily involved parenting? 
 
2. How does working with heavily involved parents impact how academic advising 
professionals work with students? 
 
3. What engagement practices do the academic advising professionals believe are most 
beneficial for the parents, their students, and themselves? 
 
4. How does working with heavily involved parents affect the academic advising 
professionals’ sense of professional selves? 
 
The case study examines a large advising unit on one campus. It examines and observes the 
general theories that inform the case’s advising practice and the structure of its advising system. 
It utilizes advising professionals as participants. Data was collected through surveys, interviews, 
and observations as recommended by Creswell, (1998), Stake (1995) and Yin (1994). Some web 
based informational materials were also reviewed. As it is the human experience that is the heart 
of this study’s research questions it is important that the data reach the heart of the human 
interactions, therefore, the data was collected with a naturalistic, holistic, cultural perspective 
(Stake, 1995). Stake (2004) argues that the human experience is manifest in the case participant’s 
language and experience as “Understanding . . . comes from mixing knowledge with social 
experience” (p.ix). The interaction between the academic advisors, advising administrators, and 
involved parents that takes place within the structured context of an advising unit is viewed as a 
complex culture of communication that influences all participants.  
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Overview of Qualitative Methods 
Qualitative methods, according to Stake “do the best job of acquainting man with himself” 
(Stake, 1978, p.5). Qualitative research is a process where data is collected, recorded, and 
analyzed in order to answer a research question or to generate new questions that, in turn, lead to 
deeper understanding. Case studies can be based on data collected through quantitative, 
qualitative, or mixed methods (Creswell, 1998); for this study the data was collected through 
qualitative methods. Ideally, a qualitative case study methodology creates knowledge by 
discovering informational patterns through observations and interviews (Reysoo & Heldens, 
2007). It is important to note that although qualitative methods are ordinarily not as rigid as 
quantitative methods they are not simply used as a catch all, anything goes methodology (Willis, 
2007). The proliferation of qualitative methods and the number of studies produced over the last 
three decades have enhanced the general method’s validity (Krathwohl, 1998; Flick, 2007; Miles 
& Huberman, 1994, Stake, 2005). 
Rubin and Rubin (1995), Stake (1994), and Marshall and Rossman (1999), for example, all 
argue that qualitative methods are ideally suited to researching a social phenomena that is 
described through text rather than numbers. Furthermore, Creswell (1998) argues qualitative 
methods should be employed when “variables cannot easily be identified, theories are not 
available to explain behaviors of participants or their populations of study, and theories need to 
be developed” (p.17). Similarly, Stake (1995) argues that qualitative methods are ideally suited 
to a research project where the locus of the research question is human communication and 
interaction, when the research will involve “episodes of nuance” that attempt “to uncover the 
wholeness of the individual” (p.xii). One of the key tenets of qualitative research is to observe 
behavior and then construct meaning, rather than utilizing collected data to validate a hypothesis 
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through quantitative metrics (Krathwohl, 1998; Reysoo & Heldens, 2007; Rubin & Rubin, 1995). 
It is one of the major sources of collecting and collating qualitative information (Creswell, 1998; 
Flick, 2007; Krathwohl, 1998; Kvale, 2007; Tellis, 1997; Valle & King, 1978). 
Qualitative case studies are not trying to emulate the scientific methods of cause and 
effect; instead, they attempt to facilitate understanding. Stake (1995) argues that a case study, 
although not a scientific sample, should foster an understanding about a certain issue and allow 
for researcher and audience assertions. The tacit understanding contained within a qualitative 
study makes the perception of a real and everyday phenomenon accessible and attainable. The 
ordinary contained therein provides an effective understanding and results in propositional 
knowledge of the events and issues studied. Quantitative measures fail to fully document this 
type of human experience or the subjective nature of a social phenomenon. 
There is a flexibility in qualitative methods that allows for the describing of the human 
condition in simple, practical, yet effective terms while allowing for a certain level of 
interpretation that is in keeping with the methodological tradition (Krathwohl, 1998; Miles & 
Huberman, 1994; Rubin & Rubin, 1995; Stake, 1995, 2005; Tellis, 1997). This study, for 
example, provides not only a set of results but qualitative data for the researcher, and the study’s 
readers, to apply further inductive logic in order to arrive at a deeper level of understanding and 
explanation.  
Creswell (1998), Miles and Huberman (1994), Stake (1995), and Yin (1989) suggest that 
a qualitative case study should consist of multiple sources of information such as interviews; 
observations; fieldwork; and the collecting of documents, artifacts, and archival records so that a 
description of the case subjects’ perceptions and researcher interpretation should, together, 
provide textual constructs of meaning. Analysis of the collected data should, consequently, 
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provide the audience with rich description, themes, and the researcher’s assertion, generally in 
narrative form (Creswell, 1998; Yin, 1989). Stake (1995) argues that a case study methodology 
has a clear emphasis on interpretation and is, therefore, inherently subjective. A presentation of 
data that simply contains word counts, or tallies of incidents would not forward our thinking or 
understanding, such data requires further interpretation so that, according to Stake (1995), “the 
intent of qualitative researchers to promote a subjective research paradigm is a given” (p.45). A 
subjective understanding is, therefore, valid and allows the researcher to analyze the case derived 
data and draw their conclusions (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The results of a qualitative case study 
should be “one of the more effective means of adding to understanding for all readers by 
approximating through the words and illustrations of our reports” (Stake, 1978, p.5.)  
Rationale for methodology for present study. This study seeks to describe and 
determine the meaning contained in specific human interaction and not in variables that 
determine causality and correlation. A case study does not prove cause and effect but offers 
instead an exploration and description of an issue. The study doesn’t demonstrate an outcome 
based on an input. In essence, this study determines the perception one advising unit’s advisors 
and advising administrators have of the influences exerted by heavily involved parents. Stake 
argues that, “the purpose of a case report is not to represent the world, but to represent the case” 
(2005, p.448) and this study has attempted to do that. Denzin and Lincoln (1994) argue that all 
research is interpretative and that interpretation is a strength of a qualitative case study because 
the participants provide their own context for understanding. This study provides descriptions 
and interpretations that are valid, robust, and relevant. 
Yin (1994) argues that there are three accepted tenets of the qualitative methodology: 
describing, understanding, and explaining. This study has clearly identified and described a case, 
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the participants’ surveys and narratives present the understanding of the issues, and the 
researcher has offered explanation through the interpretation of the case participants’ experience, 
feeling, and meaning (Krathwohl, 1998; Kvale, 2007; Miles & Huberman, 1994; Stake, 1995, 
2005). As Krathwohl (1998) argues, qualitative research best explains a situation where the 
subject’s perception is the reality of the context studied and that guiding principle gets to the 
heart of this study. The guiding rationale for this study was to provide insight into the issues 
revolving around heavily involved parents’ and advising professionals’ engagement and not to 
simply add to our intrinsic understanding of the individual contexts as they might apply to the 
individual participants. The research questions, therefore, needed to inspire data that would result 
in instrumental interest in the case (Stake, 1995). 
The advising professionals are a robust subject pool for this case study. Stake (2004) 
argues that the subject pool that would know the most about the issues to be studied is the subject 
pool we can best learn from. Therefore, the best data sources are those best positioned to 
illustrate the issue. Advising literature argues that advisors are frequently exposed to interaction 
with heavily involved parents. A large and relatively integrated advising unit, comprising a 
number of advisors, therefore, provides the most fertile ground for this case study. The 
University of the Midwest is recognized as a national leader in undergraduate academic advising 
and its largest college, the Liberal Arts College (LAC) has an advising system that is integrated 
and incorporates more than 40 advising administrators and academic advisors. 
A successful qualitative study requires that the case site and case study participants 
provide rich experience in depth and detail (Creswell, 1998). The participant pool should share 
characteristics and experiences (Patton, 2002). Yin (1994) and Miles and Huberman (1984), for 
example, champion a scientific approach to case selection. Stake, however, argues that the best 
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case study is the one that provides the opportunity to learn the most from the participants (Stake, 
1995). It is important to remember that the qualitative researcher is not an observer noting the 
attributes of interaction but is the instigator of information, experience, and meaning which are, 
according to Stake (2005) the building blocks for knowledge. It is key that the participants’ own 
narratives provide data deep and rich, and at a level of saturation and sufficiency, enough for 
analysis and interpretation. 
A case set within a single academic advising system provides an excellent case study 
opportunity (Stake, 1995). The ideal case study is situated within a bounded system, has an 
understood pattern to its behavior, follows consistent policies, provides a number of subjects for 
a good sample, and offers a plethora of individual perspectives on the issue to be studied 
(Creswell, 1998; Lincoln & Guba, 2005; Stake, 1994). The case study should also provide a 
context of meaning and understanding. In these respects, the LAC is an excellent site for a case 
study. The LAC advising unit is clearly a bounded system and the advisors are connected by 
shared characteristics and a shared responsibility to a defined academic unit and its mission.  
Stake (1978) argues that a good case study allows the participants to tell a story, that the 
discourse of persons struggling to increase their own understanding of social issues increases the 
audiences understanding of the same. Such a study allows the study’s reader to form some 
naturalistic generalizations (Stake 1978). It is important, therefore, that a study’s research 
questions provide a solid conceptual structure for the case study while allowing the participants 
to tell their own story (Rubin & Rubin, 1995; Stake, 1995, 2005.) Furthermore, Stake (1978), 
borrowing from Geertz, (1973), suggests the best case is one that can be described 
naturalistically and holistically through researcher observations, personal narratives collected 
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through interviews which include verbatim quotations, some survey information, and some 
document analysis. This provides for thick description through a humanistic lens. 
An ontological assumption can be made in the expectation that the participant’s 
statements reflect their individual perspectives, meaning, and feeling but that these diverse 
statements can be viewed as contributing to the whole. It is assumed and accepted that the 
participants’ narratives reflect verisimilitude. The data this study has produced, therefore, is 
durable, accounts for variation in responses, and preserves the flow of events and consequences 
(Miles & Huberman, 1994). The case perspective offers contextual information as to the 
ramifications of interacting with heavily involved parents, and presents a context for unit best 
practices. The case data has also provided information for a collective analytical framework for 
deep examination of realities and allow for the application of analytical strategies for researcher 
interpretation (Krathwohl, 1998; Stake, 1995, 2005). 
 
Case Study Design 
This study’s methodology followed the six stage model as recommended by Stake 
(1995):  
1.  Conceptualize the study then bound it. 
2.  Review the issues to be studied in research questions. 
3.  Seek patterns in the data to develop the issues 
4.  Triangulate key observations preparing for interpretation. 
5.  Highlighting alternative interpretations. 
6.  Develop an assertion or generalization from the case. 
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Such a procedure provides for a robust methodology (Rubin & Rubin, 1995, Stake, 1995, 2005, 
Yin 1994). It is not uncommon, as Stake (1995) points out, for valid assertions to be made on 
relatively small data sets, yet the number of participants in this case study allowed for saturation 
and for some triangulation which have enhanced the study’s validity. Triangulation of data 
between participants, the academic advisors and their administrators, adds validity through 
source triangulation as suggested by Denzin (1984). Further validation is achieved through 
member checking to confirm the veracity of interview transcriptions and meanings (Flick, 2007; 
Stake, 1995). Focusing on one case study site has resulted in a fundamental understanding of 
how that unit has experience of the phenomenon studied. 
Generalizability. Although generalizability is not necessarily a goal of this study, as it is 
not seeking to provide replicable results across all academic advising units, the study provides a 
level of understanding that enhances the current level of knowledge. Generalizability is not 
necessary for a study to be considered valid (Kvale, 2007; Stake, 1995, 2005; Yin, 1994). What 
is more important than generalizability is a study’s impact on the existing base of knowledge. 
Stake (2005) argues that the goal of a case study should be a deep understanding of the case at 
hand rather than an extrapolation for generalization. Stake, however, also argues that case studies 
can be generalized when the researcher, subjects, and particularly the audience have a shared 
understanding of the issues studied. It is this researcher’s perspective that the data provided by 
this case will resonate with a broad audience of advising professionals. Such an audience, 
familiar with the phenomenon described and interpreted, will gain a deeper understanding from 
such a specific case study (Stake, 1978). Krathwohl (1998) and Yin (1994) argue that a good 
qualitative study, even with a small sample of participants, can be considered representative if 
the participants have a shared general experience. It is also important that any subject that 
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ascribes different meaning to a shared experience be accepted. In this study, divergent views 
have been respected, reported, and discussed. The data, though, appears consistent across data 
sources and, therefore, representative of the context. However, a case study doesn’t have to be 
representative to have merit or validity. Whether a specialized audience is able to transfer some 
naturalistic generalizations in to their own experiences or whether the results are viewed as a 
unique glimpse of one unit’s collective experience, this study advances our understanding of the 
influence heavily involved parents have on discrete campus populations.  
This study’s access to an advising unit, collecting multiple narratives, checking and 
validating the advising professionals’ individual and collective experience, and, to a certain 
extent, verifying the interpretation, leads to an understanding that adds to the general level of 
understanding. There are no targeted outcomes for this study, it is not attempting to prove 
anything, and is, therefore, goal free. We may discern, however, a broader meaning from the 
case context that may create a sense of transferability. It is also possible that the analysis and 
interpretation this study offers could inform both advising theory and practice. Conclusions, by 
their very nature, will raise issues of relevancy outside of this study’s site and immediate context 
(Flick, 2007). 
 
Data Collection 
Purposeful sampling at LAC provides a case study pool of full time, experienced, and 
professional advisors and advising administrators. For purposeful sampling, and enhanced 
credibility, an effort was made to encompass academic advisors from the same or related 
position descriptions, who are employed by the same college, and follow a defined 
administrative structure and an advising pedagogy that is holistic and developmental. They are 
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aligned in terms of academic qualifications (they possess, minimally, a masters degree), their 
training (they all went through a similar unit training), professional status (all are full time 
academic advisors), and experience (they all have at least three years experience in their units). 
They all have direct connection to freshmen and the parents of these new students. Although 
sharing similar roles, the advisors bring unique perspectives born out of their individual 
experiences on the issues explored. The advisor administrator pool is considerably smaller with 
two participating administrators. The administrators also share similarities as they are directors 
or assistant directors within the advising unit that forms the core of the case study. All 
participants are able to articulately explain their perceptions of and experience with heavily 
involved parents. The pool is diverse and able to present multiple perspectives for analysis of 
consistency and divergence (Stake, 2005) while also providing some external validity (Stake, 
1995; Yin, 1994). The case can be considered representative of the broader advising experience 
insofar as it is representative of the experience and expertise of front line academic advisors 
(Patton, 2002). 
It is important to ground certain case studies in the physical environment in which they 
operate. This study needed to pay attention to the physical environment of the advising units, 
especially the waiting and receptions areas, and the advisors’ offices. The physical environment 
of an advisor’s office, for example, can be used to facilitate communication with a parent and 
student that pulls every one into the dialogue or to send subtle but clear signals to the parent in 
physically positioning in an inferior role, or to position them to limit their interaction entirely. 
The physical environment can also add to the advisors’ difficulty in working with parents if their 
individual office/cube environments literally can’t accommodate more than the student advisee 
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and the advisor has to resort to finding more encompassing, accessible, and professional space. 
This researcher became very aware of these situations while interviewing advising professionals. 
The case participants’ own narratives provide data at a level of saturation and sufficiency. 
This case study collected and examined four main sources of data: surveys, personal interviews, 
direct observation, and limited document analysis. The interviews with advisors and 
administrators were the most important data source. With Institutional Research Board (IRB) 
approval and site administrator concurrence, email requests for study participants were sent to 
the advising and advising administrative staffs at LAC. Follow-up short surveys were designed 
to purposefully sample and develop a rich participant pool and were emailed to LAC advisors 
and administrators who had responded to the request for study participants. The initial case study 
participant pool comprised nine advisors and two administrators (one of the advisors completed 
surveys but missed the interviews due to ill health.) Once the participant pool had been 
established, on site interviews were conducted in late winter 2010. Interviews were semi-
structured to include focused and open-ended questions, allowing for flexibility in follow-up 
questions and for clarification as recommended by Creswell, (1998), Krathwohl, (1998) and 
Tellis, (1997). The interviews began with scripted introductory questions in a predetermined 
order but allowed for follow-up questions when appropriate as recommended by Converse and 
Schuman (1974), Rubin and Rubin (1995), and Janesick (2000). The questions were both 
descriptive and inferential, allowing for greater subject response and were formulated in an 
attempt to negate researcher bias. A robust rigor in the collection of data can help address any 
issues of researcher bias (Tellis, 1997). It is understood, however, that the participants 
themselves are not free from their own biases as they may answer questions in the context they 
believe the researcher wants them to answer or they may hold back from a full disclosure 
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because they feel information may be too personal. The researcher, however, by utilizing 
member-checking and triangulation of data negated or diminished any participant bias (Creswell, 
1998; Stake, 2005).  
The researcher also had the opportunity to directly observe the regular operations of the 
advising unit, advisors and administrators during the site visit. Some documents were collected 
but these were limited in number and nature as the LAC has not produced any documents 
concerning students’ parents either for advisors, students, or parents. The hard copy documents 
and web based materials that were available all emanated from the University of the Midwest’s 
parents’ program office. The multiple data sources have allowed this researcher to create a 
database of case study information and maintain a chain of evidence across the multiple sources 
of data (Stake, 1994; Yin, 1994). 
How many cases or participants are required for sufficiency? As the standard researcher 
shibboleth suggests, as many as needed. This case study presents a high degree of data saturation 
and sufficiency allowing the researcher to answer the guiding questions and develop additional 
themes, context, and patterns. The case provides information, therefore, for the construction of a 
series of definitions that describe the influence of parental involvement on advising professionals 
at the LAC. A deeper, more involved understanding of how advisors are interacting with 
involved parents has emerged from this study.  
Stake (2005) argues that a case study should result in “valuable and trustworthy 
knowledge” (p.444). This case study’s finding clearly meet Stake’s articulated criterion. 
Furthermore, the case study meets another of Stake’s criterion for a good case study insofar as in 
tells a story (Stake, 1995). This study is clearly the story of the LAC’s advising professionals 
experience and perceptions of their engagement with their students’ parents, but the study’s data 
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provides sufficient enough information for other researchers to use the material in further 
research projects (Yin, 1994) and to inform practice.  
The data was collected and analyzed following a matrix adapted from Stake (1995). 
1.  Conduct surveys, interview, observations, and explore other data sources. 
2.  Classify data and begin interpretation. 
3.  Content analysis of interview transcripts and any documents collected. 
4.  Develop themes, patterns, and links. 
5.  Select illustrations. 
6.  Interpret and draw conclusions. 
The advising professionals at the case site proved to be, collectively, an excellent source of 
information, experience, and perspective. As expected, it was those with the greatest exposure to 
the issue who were best able to provide useful data (Kvale, 2007; Maxwell, 2005; Stake, 2004).  
It was expected that the constructs of sufficiency would be met through the participants in 
this case study. Although the advising professionals all met the minimum criteria for inclusion, 
they reflected a range of experiences and perspectives of engaging with students’ parents. 
Saturation was, however, attained. The participants provided enough experiences that similarities 
were observed in their descriptions and meanings, and in so doing, present an intrinsic validity 
(Kvale, 2007; Patton, 2002). The information collected is sufficient to describe the influence 
involved parents are having on the case in question.  
Allowing the case study participants to tell their own stories is a key strength of 
qualitative research (Krathwohl, 1998; Rubin & Rubin, 1995). The interviews were conducted 
for approximately 60 minutes and subsequently transcribed and member checked. The 
participants’ narratives not only offer another degree of validity and corroboration (Flick, 2007; 
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Kvale, 2007; Stake, 1994; Tellis, 1997), they add to the case study’s presentation of “new, 
trustworthy and worthwhile knowledge” (Kvale p.89). The experience and trustworthiness of the 
subjects offer another facet of the study’s validity.  
The researcher made site visits to observe both the individual advisors and advising 
administrators and the unit’s policies, procedures, and operations as Stake recommends (Stake, 
2005). The on site time was crucial, allowing a full picture of the unit’s operations and also 
negated the possibility that subjects’ responses were influenced by unfamiliar location or setting 
(Creswell, 1998; Flick, 2007). Flick (2007) suggests that this not only brings a level of 
familiarity and comfort to the interviewee but ties the interview to the institutional context. 
Conducting the research at the advisors’ and administrators’ home offices also enabled this 
researcher to collect any extant office or institution documentation that addresses policies and 
procedures in engaging with involved parents, in this case, the links to the parent program’s 
information. Such documentation and information provide material for mild triangulation of data 
(Krathwohl, 1998; Stake, 2005; Yin, 1994). The case observations, interviews, and review of 
documents provide an understanding of operations while the interviewing process provides detail 
and insight to praxis. 
 
Data Analysis 
Yin (1994) argues that case study data analysis should examine, categorize, and tabulate 
the collected evidence to address the study’s guiding questions; Stake (1995) however, argues 
that a case study should tell a story. This case study does both. The general analytic construct for 
this study has been informed by the literature review, the data patterns, and the data that best 
offers explanation. Validity has been retained by including all relevant data and offering 
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divergent views and voices. The researcher’s knowledge and experience of the issue has also 
helped guide the analysis. The case provides information and analysis across a number of 
constructs. Case study data has been interpreted through content analysis of the advising 
professionals’ interview transcripts, surveys, and the limited number of documents. The data was 
initially broadly and thematically coded (Flick, 2007).  
Coding is one analytical strategy utilized to analyze qualitative data to collate meaning 
found in narratives and documents. Stake (1995) argues coding is helpful in determining the 
“frequencies of contingent happenings” (p.29), although Stake suggests that the narrative 
descriptions are truer in bringing out the case’s “essential character” (p.29). Coding was used in 
this case study to draw implications from the collective narrative and document data. Initial 
coding for this case study emerged from the researcher’s experience, the literature, and the LAC 
advising professionals’ survey information. Focused coding followed on from initial analysis. 
Coding helped inform and supplement information that emerged through the narrative textual 
similarities of language, phrasing, patterns, themes, and, importantly, differences, as well as 
through the content analysis of documents (Flick 2007; Krathwohl, 1998; Miles & Huberman, 
1994).  
The coding for this study developed keywords to describe text, content, meaning, and 
analysis. Interview narratives and textual data were coded for a number of content and category 
areas. The coding categories that emerged from the participants’ narratives include the 
following: the positive perceptions of parental engagement, negative perceptions of parental 
engagement, descriptions of parental influence on students development, perceptions of the 
influence and need for more training/professional development to work with parents, the issues 
parents were contacting advisors about, the advisors’ understanding of FERPA, the advising 
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professionals’ sense of emotional ramifications of working with parents, advisors’ perception of 
whether parental involvement has increased, the recognition of cultural modes of 
communicating, and the advising professionals’ recognition of the “helicopter parent” idiom.  
A number of the consistent themes that became evident in the coding and narrative 
analysis were predicted, however, a number of unpredicted patterns emerged which as well as 
adding to the deeper understanding of the issues add further validity to the study. Coding can 
only go so far in ascribing meaning to the collective narratives and as Flick (2007) notes the 
gestalt of the interview is hard to code. The LAC advising professionals’ narratives combine 
with the categorization of patterns and recurrent themes to provide knowledge, interpretation, 
and meaning. The organizing and synthesizing of data followed the development of categories, 
generalizations, and triangulations. The development of these constructs have enabled the 
researcher to map common and recurrent themes, core meanings, vivid portrayals, and the 
personal or professional discussion of the perceived influence of heavily involved parents on 
advising professionals, on students, and the institution. 
The narrative data was transcribed and an effort was made to maintain context and gestalt 
of the advising professional’s experience through the subjects’ verbatim conversations and the 
interviewer’s notes of body language in an effort to preserve meaning, structure, and analysis. 
Interview data has enabled the researcher to discern central themes and clustering of experiences 
and to ultimately ascribe meaning. This study, therefore, contains elements of both an intrinsic 
study and an instrumental study in so far as it presents a comprehensive description of a specific 
case but that it also, that it adds to a broader, deeper understanding of the issue at play here. The 
questions this study sought to answer are identified but the data represents a construction of what 
Stake calls a “deeper reality” (Stake, 1995, p.101). This study has discovered knowledge, and 
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expressed and interpreted it to the point of constructing a deeper understanding of the case but 
also of the issue. 
 
Human Subjects 
Interviewing human subjects always raises ethical considerations and concerns. In any 
interview inquiry, it is important to balance any potential negative consequences for the 
participants or group they represent with the expected beneficial consequences of the study. This 
study entailed and entails minimal risk to subjects and their group. The context of the study was 
not intended to include vulnerable persons, the interview questions were not confrontational, and 
the process itself didn’t cause any real disruption or disturbance for the subjects. There is, 
however, a high degree of beneficence in the subject matter and methodology with almost no 
possibility of harm to the participants. Although Stake (2004) argues that identifiable subjects 
and locations can add validity to the study, he agrees that protecting the subjects’ privacy is of 
paramount importance. In keeping with Stake and others (e.g., Flick, 2007; Kvale 2007), this 
study has protected institutional identification and personal identifiable data so that the case site 
and interview subjects may remain as confidential as possible. It is important, however, that the 
participants’ narratives should give rise to their own, authentic voice. 
Confidentiality has also been extended to the subjects’ home environments as an 
unidentified and masked institution: The University of the Midwest. The institution is simply 
identified as a large, state, flagship-type university. Institutional information has been provided 
that is for all intents and purposes correct and the researcher has only changed identifiable names 
or such information that would identify the institution. The college and office environment in 
which the advising professionals are employed has been altered to ensure confidentiality but 
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retains necessary information components for interpretation purposes. No information that could 
identify a student was sought during this study. Students’ full FERPA rights were respected. Full 
descriptions of the individual advising unit and participants and the institutional context will be 
described later in the study.  
 
Limitations and Future Directions 
Every study will have limitations and this study is, of course, no exception. The study 
provides subjective personal glimpses from academic advising professionals of the responses to 
the issues presented by parental involvement in the realm of higher education. Flick (2007) 
argues that personal perspective reality is by its very nature limited. Advising professionals, by 
their professional nature, are story tellers and so the case study focusing on the personal 
narratives the advisors and administrators provided around the research questions resulted in a 
deep insight into their personal and professional contexts. Although the study offers insight on 
the level of interaction advising professionals are having with parents, and the meaning ascribed 
to such interactions, the results are not specifically generalizable (Merriam, 2002). The study 
involves a relatively small sample of academic advisors and administrators in one unit, in one 
college, from one campus and the information provided by the participants will be self reported. 
This study cannot claim, therefore, to offer results that apply to all advisors across all higher 
education intuitions and neither can it claim that this case study’s participants’ perceptions of 
heavily involved parents will be universal. 
The study is also somewhat limited in its scope as data was collected at a specific higher 
education institution; a large, public state flagship-type university. The experience of this unit 
with involved parents is, essentially, unique to the advising professionals, their training and 
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expectations, and the parents of the specific cohorts of students that traditionally populate the 
University of the Midwest. Only a small percentage of that institution’s advisors and 
administrators were part of this case study. The fact that the advisors realized they were being 
interviewed could possibly have affected how they responded to questions, with cases either 
withholding information or intentionally exaggerating information. Given this study’s saturation 
and sufficiency, this does not appear to have been an issue. 
Case study data is expected to be organized around a case description methodology as 
highlighted by Yin (1994). The study’s context and the research questions provide a basic 
framework for organizing the case study but it was the study’s collected data and analysis that 
resulted in a clear framework of results and conclusions that are presented here. Like most 
researchers, I entered this study with a general idea concerning what the interview data may 
produce but the results and conclusions are inductive. I was, throughout the study, a reflective 
researcher.  
Given the scope of this study, there wasn’t a specific attempt to explore different levels of 
parental involvement based on gender, ethnic, and socioeconomic status. There is a strong 
suggestion, however, that the level of parental involvement may differ along socioeconomic 
vertices, as well as along some ethnic and cultural distinctions (Savage & Wartman, 2008; Sax et 
al., 2007). Wyer (2008b), for example, found that Latinos report lower parental involvement than 
white students and Sax et al., (2007) argue that parental involvement may differ along 
socioeconomic vertices as well as along some ethnic and cultural distinctions. The mild findings 
of this case study support the literature. This issue, however, is worthy of additional study.  
Although the study offers significant insight on the level of interaction academic advisors 
and administrators are having with parents, the results will not be specifically generalizable. As a 
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case study the generalizability of its findings are limited although this case should cast important 
insight on a phenomenon that is very real across many campuses. The overall findings, however, 
do have implications in the realm of advisor-parent relations, advisor practice and training, 
research, and programmatic development. This researcher expects this case study’s conclusions 
will have a signal influence on the audience’s perspective. The case study provides clear, 
compelling, and accessible information and explanation that allows an academic advising 
audience, at least, to draw conclusions to apply to their own practice. It has deepened our 
understanding of an issue influenced by folk tales, myth, and unbalanced media presentations. 
This study presents clear conclusions. 
 
Researcher’s Personal Perspective 
This study is designed to be objective but as Stake (1995) argues no research is entirely 
free of researcher subjectivity or as Denzin and Lincoln (1994) suggest, entirely free of 
researcher interpretation. The qualitative researcher’s role is often viewed as a threat to the 
study’s validity but Stake (1995) argues that the researcher’s perspective can be an intrinsic 
strength of a case study. I have a personal connection to the issues at hand having served as an 
academic advisor and academic affairs administrator, and have had many interactions with 
advisors, students, and students’ parents. But, instead of being a threat to objectivity, my 
knowledge and experience is strength of this study. As suggested by Moustakas (1990), it is 
important for the qualitative researcher to state how his/her own personal experience bears on the 
study at hand. Indeed, my inspiration for this study has been my experience as an advisor and 
administrator interacting with heavily involved parents, their students, and academic advisors. 
Having personal experience of an issue is not an impediment to a qualitative research study 
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(Rubin & Rubin, 1995; Stake, 2005). Stake argues that a researcher’s personal experience can 
aid the study being “epistemologically in harmony with the reader’s experience and thus to that 
person a natural basis for generalization” (Stake, 1978, p.5). Many qualitative studies have been 
inspired by the researcher’s own experience (Flick, 2007). 
Approaching this study from my professional experiences has equipped me as the 
researcher to more readily understand the narratives, behaviors, and experiences of the advisors. 
It allowed me to develop questions designed to get to the heart of the study and to follow up with 
questions founded in advising theory and praxis. It also allowed me to observe the operations of 
the LAC advisors and the units from a professional perspective. A shared background as a fellow 
practitioner gave me a deeper insight into perceptions, nuances, feeling, and meanings that the 
subjects described during interviews (Moustakas, 1990). This researcher’s shared background 
and experience with the advising professionals and with the operations of a large advising unit is 
a positive component in this study’s methodology as “substantial familiarity with the theme and 
context of an inquiry is precondition for the expert interviewing” (Kvale, 2007, p.49).  
My professional experience helped develop a sense of trustworthiness and honesty 
among the LAC unit directors that enabled me to conduct research on site. It also helped 
establish a sense of trustworthiness and honesty between the advisors and myself. Our shared 
experiences negated the unfortunate power imbalances that can exist between interviewer and 
interviewee (Krathwohl, 1998). The fact that I’m a fellow practitioner diminished this power 
asymmetry; advisors felt freer to discuss the questions posed because they were given the 
opportunity to discuss issues with a “colleague.” It is important to state, however, that I did not 
use my experience to develop a false sense of rapport between myself and the participants and 
that I maintained a critical perspective. 
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As a practitioner, this researcher is also aware of the potential audience for this study. As 
Cresswell (1998) suggests, a study’s methodology should be of the type preferred by the 
expected audience. Although there are, of course, many quantitative studies that deal with 
student development and academic advising, a qualitative study is often more accessible and 
considered the preferred methodology when attempting to ascertain and describe experience and 
meaning. The methodology should meet the requirements for the two distinct audiences the study 
aims to reach: first, those in the broader academic community who share an interest in some of 
the study’s issues and second, those practitioners who are interested in research based studies 
that can inform practice. 
Although I do not subscribe to the belief that such a study as this case study can 
transform the world, as Denzin and Lincoln (2005) hope, I do believe that the results of this 
study will add to the broad discourse and give us a deeper understanding of the issues at play. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 94
Chapter 4 
The Case Site 
This chapter provides an overview of the case study site and participants. To ensure 
confidentiality both the site and participants have been described in terms designed to not 
disclose personally identifiable information. 
 
Overview of the Institution 
The University of the Midwest is a large, prestigious public research institution. It is 
nationally ranked and respected. The University of the Midwest is its state’s land grant, flagship-
type university and serves approximately 30,000 undergraduate students and about 12,000 
graduate and professional students. Its student population is about 75% white, 10% Asian/Pacific 
Islander, 7% African American, 5% Latina/o, and 1% Native American, The majority of its 
students are residents of the home state with an out-of-state and international population of about 
25 %. The average age of a University of the Midwest undergraduate student is 21 and the 
majority of its freshmen live in university housing. Its freshman population is considered 
traditional in terms of age and most reside in university housing. 
The institution’s mission, students, faculty, and other characteristics are similar to its 
sister institutions across the nation. Like its peer institutions, the University of the Midwest has 
noticed an increase in the preparation of its applicants in terms of their ACT scores high school 
percentile ranking. Its selectivity is commensurate with its applicant pool. The University’s 2009 
freshman class, for example, had competitive with an average ACT in the upper 20s and the vast 
majority of students in the top quintile of their high school class. This trend reflects a national 
trend in greater selectivity among state flagships like the University of the Midwest simply 
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because of the increase in the number of students with stronger academic credentials (Bowen, 
Chingos, & McPherson, 2009). An important ramification of this increased selectivity is that as 
academic preparation correlates with family background, state flagships have increased the 
number of students from privileged backgrounds (Bowen, Chingos, & McPherson, 2009). A 
number of the participants in this study believe that the different socioeconomic status of the 
students correlates to academic ideation, levels of preparation, and differing levels and intent of 
parental engagement. 
The University of the Midwest is recognized for its general academic excellence but it 
also considers itself to be a national leader in academic advising and student support programs. 
The university’s advising mission is to collaborate with students in establishing a shared 
responsibility for the development of academic, career, and life goals. The underlying 
philosophy behind academic advising is holistic and developmental. According to the Voluntary 
System of Accountability, most students at the University of the Midwest rated their academic 
advising experience as good or excellent (VSA College Portrait, 2010). Data was collected in 
late winter 2009 and early spring 2010. 
The University of the Midwest’s Liberal Arts College (LAC) houses the academic 
disciplines of the humanities, arts, and social sciences. It is the largest college at the university, 
enrolling nearly 15,000 undergraduates. Given the wide diversity of the majors available at LAC, 
advising is divided into a number of specializations that capture a number of majors into a 
broader disciplinary or interest based contexts. College level academic advisors are assigned to a 
specific LAC disciplinary or interest units and serve the students enrolled in these communities. 
The intent behind this advising system structure is to break up a large university into manageable 
components where students can connect to other students with similar interests and connect more 
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easily to advisors. Each freshman is assigned to a specific advisor in the interest unit. The 
advisors’ roles are two-fold: first they are part of the freshman adjustment process, meeting with 
prospective students and parents at formal open houses, summer orientation and registration 
advising, and, participating in freshman welcome events; second, they play the traditional role of 
a holistic advisor in assisting the student develop academic and life goals. The main advising role 
for the LAC professional advising cohort is both prescriptive, to assist students in developing 
course schedules and meeting graduation requirements, and holistic in supporting the students’ 
exploration of co-curricular activities and opportunities that prepare students for life after 
graduation. The advisors also help students determine the right major and assist the students’ 
explorations or transition from major to major, or from community to community. Advisors are 
available via both an appointment and walk-in system.  
The LAC has a mandatory advising program for the freshman. The advisors expect to 
meet with their freshman advisees numerous times in the student’s first semester and throughout 
the students’ freshman year. The LAC contact numbers are impressive with each advisor 
averaging over 1,000 student contacts per semester. The units’ expect a lot of interaction over 
students’ first year and sometimes over the first two years. However, as students progress deeper 
into their academic programs they are expected to rely more heavily on departmental advisors. 
Much of the departmental advising is conducted by faculty who serve as field experts and 
mentors. The faculty advising provides a level of expertise concerning the majors’ requirements, 
courses, activities, and the student-to-major fit. The faculty advisor can also assist the student 
explore related majors, map courses, meet requirements, plan for graduate or professional study, 
or prepare for post graduation careers. Although some of the departmental advisors are 
professional advisors, most are faculty, so a significant number of the students that started out in 
 97
the interest group advising community continue to keep in contact with and seek broad general 
advising from professional LAC advisors. LAC also has a relatively small peer advising 
program. LAC also provides peer advisors for a further support and mentoring option through 
peer advising provided by experienced students who are knowledgeable about requirements and 
resources. A number of the interest units make a peer advisor available to meet with students on 
a walk in basis. It is important to note that the majority of the LAC’s students fit the traditional 
aged students. 
The administrative structure of LAC advising is similarly decentralized. The director of 
advising is located on the first floor of the campus building that serves as the LAC administrative 
offices as well as housing numerous classrooms. The director’s office is located in a two room 
suite that includes administrative support staff. Other LAC academic affairs offices are not 
located contiguously; instead they are spread across a number of floors and corridors in the 
building and a number of advising offices are found in other campus buildings. The physical 
dispersion is, according to the director, both a benefit in allowing the interest group advisors to 
develop their own sense of community and autonomy but also a negative as it impedes direct 
supervision and direct communication. The director, therefore, meets with administrative staff 
weekly.  
The main LAC building is one of those Works Progress Administration buildings that are 
familiar on many campuses. Its impressive neo-Georgian brick façade marks it as a classic 
utilitarian college building of a certain era. Its architecture and footprint is in keeping with 
surrounding buildings that all border a quad area. The interior of the building has been altered by 
successive waves of subdividing larger rooms or transforming teaching rooms into office suites. 
Its offices, classrooms and corridors are high ceilinged, denoting that its construction was prior 
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to whole building air conditioning. Many of the interior office and all of its corridors are cool 
and dark on a late winter’s day. The windows in exterior rooms almost reach the ceilings in 
another attempt to naturally heat and cool the building. The windows are wood framed and 
mullioned and appear to be original to the building. Most are equipped with shades to regulate 
light and summer sun. Although comfortable, the offices appear ill fitted for a dynamic advising 
unit with evident wear and tear on carpets, mismatched furniture, and other office fittings. 
Each LAC advising sub-unit comprises a specific cohort of advisors. Some are small with 
a couple of advisors working closely together and a cohort of specific students, some are larger 
with multiple advisors. Most of the units also have an on-site advising administrator who carries 
either an assistant director or full director title. A number of the units also include some senior 
advisors as part of the sub-unit’s administrative structure.  
The LAC advisors’ offices, for the most part are cubicles created by the ubiquitous fabric 
covered panels that can be customized to certain dimensions. Each door-less cube houses the 
advisor’s desk and computer and sundry items, steel-case like filing cabinets, the advisor’s chair 
and, generally, just one other chair. LAC allows advisors to decorate and personalize their cubes 
and many appear to have done so. When asked how the advisors accommodate parents in the 
cube, most replied it was a rare occurrence but uncomfortable. Advisors explained it was 
uncomfortable philosophically but also physically as the parents’ presence meant the advisor has 
to get additional chairs for the parents in the already crowded cubes or find a better suited open 
space such as an unoccupied conference room to conduct the meeting with students and parents. 
An unoccupied room however meant the advisors have to meet with student and parents away 
from their computer and other resources. 
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Each advising unit has a check-in area staffed by a mixture of clerical employees and 
student workers. The areas tended towards the utilitarian and are furnished with institutional 
chairs that were on the point of being over aged, mismatched tables and shelves, and a palpable 
sense of the transient nature of the area. The waiting areas were functional without being overly 
comfortable. Most had notice boards containing a mixture of informational posters and 
recruitment posters for study abroad programs, summer study opportunities etc. A few shelves 
and display areas contained a similar mixture of informational resource including major 
information, pre-professional information, tutoring and volunteering resources, H1N1 flu 
information, and information about specific study abroad programs in Australia and Costa Rica. 
It is no surprise that these reception areas contained no information resources specifically geared 
towards students’ parents or family members. Physically, at least, the various LAC advising 
units’ offices were not developed to serve student parent traffic. 
 
Overview of Participants 
This case study involved eleven participants. Nine are full time, professional academic 
advisors and two are advising administrators. Each participant is assigned a pseudonym to ensure 
confidentiality. Furthermore, any characteristics that appeared to personally identify a participant 
are also altered to preserve confidentiality. The sample included eight females and three males. 
Although an effort was made to recruit a racially diverse group, all participants identified 
themselves as white although a small number identified further specific ethnic identifications. A 
number of the participants, however, do identify that they work with predominately 
underrepresented students and, by extension, racially and ethnically diverse parents. The age 
range of the participant group is from the late 20s to early 60s. As some advising professionals 
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perspectives appear to be linked to age and experience I categorize each participant as belonging 
to either the Baby Boom generation or to Generation-X. Boomers were born between 1946 and 
1964 while Generation X covers people born from 1965 through 1980 (Taylor & Keeter, 2010). 
All the participants possess master’s degrees and a number have completed additional, terminal 
degrees. All are experienced advisors and advising administrators with the range of experience 
extending from three years to 30 years.  
Table 1 
Overview of Participants 
____________________________________________________________ 
Participant Position  Gender Generation Experience 
____________________________________________________________ 
 
Agnes  Advisor Female Boomer 20+ years 
Bob  Advisor Male  Boomer 5-10 years 
Chris  Advisor Male  X-er  5-10 years 
David  Administrator Male  Boomer 20+ years 
Elizabeth Advisor Female X-er  5-10 years 
Frances Advisor Female X-er  5-10 years 
Gloria  Administrator Female X-er  5-10 years 
Helen1  Advisor Female X-er   5-10 years 
Isabel  Advisor Female X-er  5-10 years 
Julia  Advisor Female Boomer 11-15 years 
Karen  Advisor Female Boomer 20+ years 
____________________________________________________________ 
 
 It is important to note that all the advisors with three years advising experience had 
multiple years of prior experience in other student affairs positions. Furthermore, a number of the 
participants also disclosed that they had extensive student affairs or academic affairs prior to 
                                                 
1 Unable to complete interview and follow-up survey due to a health issue. 
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joining the ranks of advisors at the LAC. The additional experience was earned through college 
teaching, residential life, career center counseling, and student academic affairs administration.  
Participant Agnes. Agnes is an experienced, veteran academic advisor. She has a 
composed, calm, and confident air of someone who has worked with a lot of students in a lot of 
different situations. She exudes a worldly wise unflappable demeanor. She currently serves as a 
frontline social science academic advisor, a role she shares with five other advisors in her unit. 
Agnes serves a significant number of students with business major ideation. Although Agnes 
recognizes some differences in her student populations from students in humanities’ units, she 
feels advising issues are universal, “The students themselves bring differing skills and abilities 
and interests but the issues are just the same.” She carries a roster of about 450 students and she 
estimates she has face-to-face, email, and phone contact with about 1,000 students a semester.  
 Agnes’s office is located in a modern brick, steel, and glass building. Her office is well 
appointed in the newly constructed building. It is private and comfortable and unlike many of her 
advising colleagues’ office, this one was clearly designed as a private office ideal for advising. 
There are a few personal touches but overall, it is a functional and professional office and 
reflects Agnes’s advising persona. Agnes’s office opens on to a corridor, across the corridor is 
the elevator, to the right is the longer stretch of corridor with numerous doors leading to other 
offices, to the left is a pair of heavy cored wooden doors that opens on to one of the buildings’ 
administrative office suites. Students meeting with Agnes could, possibly, wait at this suite area 
for an advising appointment but Agnes points out that most of her contacts at her office are walk-
ins. She notes, with a smile, that some parents have been known to show up as a walk-in with 
students in tow, although she notes her contacts with parents are rare.  
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Agnes states she generally enjoys parental engagement but expresses concern that she 
often feels unprepared to talk to a parent:  
When I get a call, it is usually so and so is on the line and she wants to talk to you about 
her son or daughter, so there is no preparation. In my other office, there are appointments 
but our scheduler does not have a feature to tell us if a family member is coming, it is 
often, “Oh by the way, that was mom that called” but there usually is not much warning.  
 
Furthermore, Agnes states, that when she sees parents at her door “the adrenaline does kick in.”  
She estimates she has direct contact with about 18 or 19 parents per semester. Generally, Agnes 
feels parental contact is an accepted part of her role and actually welcomes it when it occurs for 
she feels that such interaction is almost always in the students’ best interests. 
Participant Isabel. Isabel is a confident Generation X-er. Chatty, quick to smile and 
laugh, Isabel exudes an open and accessible communication style and demonstrates an energetic 
disposition. She explains her role as being a frontline academic advisor of between five and ten 
years experience. Isabel prefers that her unit was not identified, but she is one of multiple 
advisers in the unit. Isabel currently carries a roster of approximately 300 students and estimates 
she has a little over a 1,500 student contacts a semester in person, via phone, and through email. 
She estimates she has about ten parent interactions each semester. Isabel has a personalized 
cubicle expressing her personality, some interests, and a clear effort to make students feel 
welcomed. There is little additional room in her office cube for a parent to attend an advising 
appointment along with a student. Isabel states she actually uses the physical limitations of her 
office to position parents in a secondary role in the meeting between her and the students. 
Isabel believes, though, that most of her typical interactions with parents are over the 
phone. Isabel mentions that she tends to change her communication style when she engages with 
parents, “my tone with parents is somewhat reserved, friendly and professional” and that she 
attempts to answer any general questions from parents but refuses to go deeper or discuss student 
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specific information until she has discussed FERPA with the students and parents. Isabel’s 
demeanor perceptibly alters while discussing parents, from being very relaxed and talkative, to a 
little more nervous and guarded. Her body language reflects a sense of discomfort. Noticeably, 
Isabel sits straight up in her chair from a more relaxed position when she discusses parental 
interaction. Isabel explains that although she feels most parental contacts are positive she tends 
to view the contacts with concern and suspicion believing that most of the issues parents get 
involved in can and should be resolved by the students themselves. 
Participant Chris. Chris is a Generation-X, male academic advisor. He advises a roster 
of about 350 students. He presents a professional but accessible demeanor and likes to get 
straight to the point. Chris, and five of his unit based advising colleagues, advise students with 
academic and career interests in the natural sciences and pre-health. Chris is based in a cube, one 
among a number shared by his unit’s advisors. He feels that the nature of his students’ major and 
career ideation, being focused on high-paying, impactful health careers with a challenging 
undergraduate curriculum, place an extra level of stress on the students. He estimates that he has 
about 1000 student contacts a semester. Chris suggests that he and his advising unit colleagues 
have to “spend a lot of time with the students, because of that they tend to come in more 
frequently.” He believes this is due to the nature of the students’ interests, the pressure to 
perform, and sometimes the misalignment between a student’s career ideation and their academic 
abilities:  
I think it’s somewhat of a challenge for us to try to convince them that you’re not doing 
really well in these courses, let’s see if there are others where you might perform well. I 
think it’s helping them to understand how they can still be passionate about what they do 
but maybe not in the particular field where they had difficulties, we offer choices and 
alternates options, helping them feel comfortable and positive about it.  
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Chris estimates he has about eight parental interactions every semester. He expresses 
some surprise at the limited contact, feeling that many of his students’ parents must share similar 
concerns and anxieties to those experienced by the students worrying about grades and medical 
school. Chris meets with students and parents in his cube and like Isabel uses the small space to 
position the parents to enable him to focus mainly on the student. His cube is decorated with a lot 
of personal items and mementos. As Chris’s cube is just one in a warren of cubes, a student and 
or a parent sitting in his cube would be able to overhear conversations emanating from adjacent 
cubes. Conversations in Chris’s cube, therefore, would also be overheard. 
Participant Elizabeth. Elizabeth is an academic advisor in the LAC sub-advising unit 
that provides an interest and values driven environment around an appreciation of 
multiculturalism. Students within this unit encompass every LAC major. The student population 
is smaller than other sub-units and the advisors’ rosters are commensurately smaller. There are a 
high percentage of underrepresented students in this unit’s cohort. Elizabeth’s roster is about 225 
students. She enjoys the opportunity for more frequent student contact for it “allows me to get to 
know my students a lot better and forge some really good personal relationships that I feel really 
helps with the academic and career planning.” She meets with about 750 students each semester. 
Elizabeth, a Generation-X-er, looks a good decade younger than her actual age, a 
perception she points out helps her connect with students but not initially with parents who feel 
they are dealing with a younger, inexperienced advisor. Chatty with a ready smile, she has nearly 
a decade’s worth of advising experience and she views herself as something of a mentor to 
advisors with less experience. This role, she believes, has meant that if fellow advisors “have 
questions about this policy or this situation I’m the one they usually come to or I’ll be the one 
who will try and find the answer for people and I’ll be the advocate for our advisors.”  Being a 
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senior advisor is a meaningful role for Elizabeth and one she takes seriously. Along with her 
mentoring role she also serves as an administrative point of contact for student petitions and for 
probation and suspension notices. It is in this role that she sees more parental engagement “As 
my name is on the letters sent out to students being put on probation or being suspended and so 
sometimes that’s the first time parents see my name and want to talk to me.”  However, 
Elizabeth does not feel that she has a significant amount of parental interaction citing about six to 
eight contacts a semester. Elizabeth, although generally welcoming of parental interaction, 
appeared to be, like Isabel, concerned about parental involvement impeding student 
development. 
Concerned about the lack of space in her cube, and lack of confidentiality, Elizabeth 
arranges for us to meet in a conference room. 
Participant Karen. Karen has had a full career of student academic affairs advising and 
counseling. A Baby Boomer, Karen has been interacting with students for thirty years. She has 
the thoughtful air of someone who has advised a lot of students for many years. Currently, she is 
a natural science and pre-health advisor. Karen carries a roster of approximately 350 students 
and feels that out of her “hundreds” of student contacts per semester she sees a 
disproportionately high number of lower classmen who have an interest in health majors and 
careers. Karen feels that this student population is akin to an undecided population as many 
change tracks from the health career goal while others who maintain a health focus explore a 
variety of majors: 
We begin with students who have that (health) interest but those interests often change as 
they explore college and learn a little more about opportunities. So we may have students 
on any given day who are interested in the arts or the social sciences or humanities, our 
work here isn’t limited to health and natural sciences but that is the major focus of it. It’s 
out area of expertise we have because of the students’ interests. 
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Due to the exploring nature of her advisees, Karen feels that she has become an “undecided 
specialist” and has developed an interest in researching whether it is a liability to be an 
undecided student and a major changer. Karen feels that too many students are pressured by 
family and society to enter college with a major already planned: 
We expect students to know what they want when they come to college, that works 
sometimes and often it doesn’t. There are a lot of differences among undecided students, 
they’re not a uniform lot at all, and so we’re come up with an interesting way of 
acknowledging different levels and different reasons for undecidedness.  
 
Karen feels that the allure of the health professions often stems from students’ parents but feels 
her interactions with parents are less frequent than advisors with other student populations and 
less frequent than experienced by other academic affairs offices. 
Karen has an office rather than a cube. The office is situated in a basement office suite 
and is windowless. It is functional and utilitarian and there is an extra table available for 
meetings. There are piles of papers and printed materials on the table but not many personal 
artifacts or decorative touches. Karen reports she has about 30 or 40 parental contacts a year but 
about half of the contacts occur at formal recruitment and admissions events. She estimates she 
has about 15 to 20 parental contacts per semester, “But it’s really hard to put a number, it’s not 
something I really thought about.” 
Participant Bob. Bob is an erudite male academic advisor in his mid 40s. He speaks 
with a passion for working with students as an advisor and as a college instructor. Bob, a Baby 
Boomer, has nearly ten years of advising experience but is relatively new to his position in his 
advising sub-unit at LAC. He currently carries a roster of close to 400 students and he estimates 
he has about 1,600 contacts through appointments, emails, and phone calls over the course of a 
semester. Bob was winding down an advising appointment with a student as I waited to meet 
him. His office is a cube in a larger reception area on the first floor and I could clearly hear the 
 107
conversation that was occurring in the advising meeting. When it was time for our meeting, Bob 
suggested we meet in an adjacent conference room. The conference room was small with no 
attempt to add decorative touches. It was painted in hues only found in schools and hospitals. 
Bob explains what he views as his main duties:  
My primary role is to meet with students, orienting them to the university when they first 
arrive and helping them choose their original courses and helping them through to 
graduation. If they aren’t doing well, it is my job to reach out to them and refer them to 
resources. I also help them develop career ideas, and then refer them to the career office. 
I also respond to student petitions and I conduct outreach programming for the college. I 
wear a lot of hats. 
 
One of those hats would be to work with parents if they have questions but Bob explained that 
although he is contacted by approximately eight parents a semester, he is not burdened by 
parental intervention, for he believes “That is part of my role, to be responsive to them.” Bob 
speaks with a deep concern for student development and the positive and negative influences 
parents can exert. His concern, however, is tempered by a sharp wit. 
Participant Frances. Frances is a Generation X-er. She has been an academic affairs 
professional for about a decade but has only recently begun her career as an academic advisor at 
LAC. She is quiet, even soft spoken, but speaks with a passion for working with her students. 
She considers herself a generalist advisor and delights at working heavily with underrepresented 
students, many with pre-health major interests. She explains that she is personally very 
committed to inclusion and multiculturalism in higher education, and enjoys the focus of the 
unit:  
It is a gold mine of students who want to emphasize their own multiculturalism. I enjoy 
the emphasis on the diversity of our students and it’s a smaller program with smaller 
advising loads and gives me an opportunity to build close relationships with my students. 
Not every advisor has that opportunity. 
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Frances’s office is the ubiquitous cube among a number of advisors’ cubes in a basement office 
suite and so she suggested we find a conference room in which to meet. Frances is very aware of 
parental involvement which she feels may be enhanced given her pre-med student population 
and her significant population of first generation, international, and immigrant students but states 
she only has about five to six direct contacts with parents each semester. Frances considers what 
parental interaction she has as, ultimately positive for the students as she considers parents as 
student advocates but makes it clear that she, too, is a student advocate with specific experience 
and expertise. She currently has about 250 students on her roster and estimates she has about 
1,200 student contacts per semester. 
Her philosophy for working with parents is simple, “I try to put parents at ease, I let them 
know their son or daughter will be okay and that I’m here to help them.” 
Participant Julia. Julia has the confident air of an experienced student affairs 
professional. We meet in a conference room rather than in her cubicle. A Baby Boomer, Julia has 
nearly two decades of student affairs experience. Although relatively new to her LAC advising 
position, she has previous student affairs experience at a number of other institutions. She talks 
authoritatively about how her previous experiences have influenced her advising style and her 
ease of communicating with parents. She now serves students primarily with natural science and 
health interests, “The vast majority of my time is spent talking one on one with students talking 
about their plans and goals and helping them to select classes, how a major fits them, and making 
suggestions on making the next step.” Julia estimates her roster is around 380 students and has so 
many contacts that she couldn’t estimate a number. 
Like a number of her colleagues, Julia feels that she doesn’t have a lot of interactions 
with parents, “I used to be in a different role at another college where I had more interaction with 
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parents.” She gives the distinct impression that she was disappointed by the paucity of parental 
contacts. Julia explains that she felt that the University of the Midwest’s robust parents 
program’s resources, communication, and outreach to parents takes care of a lot of parent 
questions and concerns before they reach the advisors: “I think the University has some really 
good resources for parents.” She estimates that she has about ten parental interactions every 
semester. 
Participant Gloria. Gloria is a LAC advising administrator. She serves as the director of 
advising for three advising subunits with responsibility for majors in the social sciences and 
quantitative fields. She supervises 13 academic advisors who serve as sub-unit advisors or 
specialize as departmental, major focused advisors.  
Gloria is a Generation X-er with about 15 years student academic affairs experience and 
has been in her present position for about seven years. We met in her office on the first floor of 
the main LAC building. Like all LAC advising professionals’ offices, hers is utilitarian and 
institutional. There are some personal posters on the wall and Gloria laughs at one of the framed 
posters saying that it was actually left behind by the previous occupant. We move from her desk 
to a small meeting table that occupies one side of the office between some bookshelves and filing 
cabinets. There are piles of paperwork on the shelves and the work table. Gloria says she enjoys 
the many different administrative and advising aspects of her position:  
My role, outside of making sure operations run smoothly and that student issues get 
handled appropriately and efficiently are to I guess, to ensure that we have appropriate 
staffing, that we are abiding by policies and procedures, that we are meeting the needs of 
the students that are coming in, that we have enough walk-in availability, that we have 
enough appointment availability, that student issues are being handled fairly and 
consistently across the units. 
 
Gloria continues to advise a small group of students, she estimates about 40, and has 
about 200 or so contacts every semester. The size of her roster has, she feels, impacted her 
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interactions with parents. Although she believes that the regular kind of parental contact is 
commensurate with her roster numbers she feels that her role as a supervisor of advisors has led 
to more advisors referrals to her concerning parents with escalated problems; “By the nature of 
my position, I am more often responding to the parents of other students assigned to my advisors. 
For example, just a couple of weeks back here, a mom came in here with her son who had been 
suspended to discuss what happened.” Gloria feels that, “Parental involvement has indeed 
grown. Undoubtedly a parent will become involved with the student’s academic choices or 
reactions with what is happening with the student.” However, Gloria estimates that she has about 
ten parental contacts each semester. 
Participant David. David is the LAC’s director of advising. A soft spoken man with an 
easy smile, David is a Baby Boomer with about 25 years of student academic affairs experience 
under his belt. He has the demeanor of the humanities professor he once was. He had previously 
been the LAC assistant director of advising but has held his current position for six years. He is 
responsible for the advising of the 15,000 LAC students that are assigned to one of academic 
interest sub-units groups. David reiterates the role of the unit-centered advisor, designed to 
“break up a large university in to manageable components where students can connect to each 
other along lines of shared academic or a programmatic interests.”  David oversees the LAC 
advising program that comprises approximately 40 professional advisors and eight advising 
administrators.  
David expects his advisors to maintain a close contact with the students throughout the 
students’ academic careers, more so during the students’ freshman years as they adjust to 
college: 
We expect a lot of interaction over the first year and sometimes over the first two years 
and we expect a student to branch out with more and more points of contact so by the 
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time a student has to declare a major by the mid point of a degree, if they haven’t already 
done so, we expect that the student would have a major advisor. 
 
David no longer carries a student roster but does continue to meet with students about 60 times a 
semester. He estimates he has about 35 contacts with parents each semester. 
David feels that parental involvement is increasing and he is concerned: 
There is a good deal of talk about helicopter parents. There is a sense that an ever larger 
number of parents are not observing the kind of boundaries that are necessary to work 
effectively at this intersection of education and development and they tend to be more 
intrusive into educational opportunities that really students themselves should handle. It’s 
not always educationally helpful. 
 
David states his belief that there has been a paradigm shift in the culture of parenting that has 
resulted in more parental involvement in every facet of their children’s life experiences. David 
notes that institutions are now expected to be more accommodating towards the students’ parents 
and he feels that the University of the Midwest and LAC have responded appropriately to this 
cultural shift, “We have worked out a good system for dealing with this generation of parents.” 
Program for Parents. The University of the Midwest has a robust and dynamic program 
for parents. Many of the LAC advising professionals posit that the University’s parents’ program 
and its information for students’ parents has been positive in terms of both informing the parents 
and in assuming some of the responsibility for handling parents questions, complaints and 
concerns. The parents’ program has a national reputation and is recognized for its leading role 
among parents programs across the country. The parents’ program’s mission is based on its 
belief that parents are a vital stakeholder in the university’s operations and, as such, parents 
should be considered partners in the academic enterprise. The University of the Midwest’s 
parents’ program, therefore, plays myriad roles from admissions, orientation, freshman events, 
family weekends, fund raising and development, and, very importantly, parent orientated 
communications in the form of brochures, handbooks, newsletters, and web sites. Part of the 
 112
parents’ program’s mission has been to respond to the noticeable increase in parental 
involvement. The office is rephrasing university communications to influence the parent 
audience and is providing additional information opportunities for engagement with parents. The 
parents’ program is, essentially, in the vanguard of university parental relations by considering 
parents as partners in the students’ academic experience. 
The parents’ program director strongly believes that parental involvement increased 
dramatically when the cost of attending an institution like the University of the Midwest began to 
accelerate. The director posits that a recent increase in parental involvement was manifest when 
the institution’s cost of attendance was levied at $20,000 per year. To respond to the parental 
engagement the parents’ program has developed hard copy quarterly newsletters published on 
high quality glossy paper and a bi-monthly email message. Both communications highlight 
campus information, resources, and events but also discuss issues pertinent to student 
development. The key communication though, in many LAC advisors’ minds, is the parents’ 
program presentation to parents during summer orientation of the new freshmen. 
 
Observations About the Case Site and Participants 
The case site was cooperative and supportive and the participants were also cooperative 
and excited to be part of this study. A number of the participants explained that they were 
interested in the influence of involved parents on academic advising and were happy to 
contribute to a study dedicated to the topic. A number of participants initially expressed some 
concern that the study would be an effort to collect helicopter parent stories but that they were 
pleased to learn the study was broad and balanced and focused on advisors’ perceptions. 
Generally, the participants recognized that they as data sources were the best positioned to 
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explain parental involvement. A number of participants felt that they are making a meaningful 
contribution to the study and the advising profession. Although the participants were cooperative 
through the survey and interview components of the study I found that, like Stake (1995), most 
didn’t respond to member checking of their interview transcriptions. Those that did (three) 
agreed that I had captured their language and meaning. 
Although the site itself provided some information for this study it is the advising 
professionals’ descriptions of their experiences and their offering perceptions that provide the 
data for the study’s results and findings discussed in the next chapter. 
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Chapter 5 
 
Presentation and Analysis of Research Findings 
 
When we advisors see parents are coming in, some of us sigh loudly. I think that 
potentially gets us into some negative methods of communication. I want us to not get too 
caught up with this notion that parents are the new problem. I know there are instances of 
it, but I don’t know if I am seeing it as frequently as people are discussing. (Karen, LAC 
academic advisor) 
 
This chapter presents and analyzes the qualitative data collected for this study. The main 
data was collected as a case study through a number of sources: initial emails surveys, on site 
face-to-face interviews, and follow-up surveys. Secondary data was collected through on site 
observations, an analysis of some pertinent communications from the site’s parents’ programs 
office, and through participant member checking. No participant asked to be withdrawn from the 
study, although one participant was unable to meet for an interview due to a health issue. A 
number of participants chose not to member check their interview transcripts and a number of 
participants failed to return the follow-up survey. The data that was received, however, resulted 
in a high degree of saturation and, consequently, sufficiency. The collected data was analyzed for 
recurring themes, experiences, emotions, words, and phrases.  
This research utilizes case study methods to answer a number of questions: How do LAC 
advising professionals perceive the role and influence of heavily involved parents? How do LAC 
advising professionals define the positive and negative attributes of heavily involved parenting? 
How does working with heavily involved parents impact how LAC advising professionals work 
with students? What engagement practices do the LAC advising professionals believe are most 
beneficial for the parents, their students, and themselves? How does working with heavily 
involved parents affect the LAC advising professionals’ sense of professional self? As data was 
collected and analyzed it was clear that other issues emerged including perspectives that are 
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cleaved along generational boundaries and the pervasive influence of negative experiences. 
Some interesting themes and sub-themes were evident, which add to the in-depth analysis and 
understanding of the issues. 
The themes and their underlying sub-themes provide a rich insight into the experiences, 
emotions, attitudes, practices, values, and concerns of an academic advising community when 
interacting with their students’ parents. The case study methodological approach utilized for this 
study relies heavily on interpretation from the participant narratives and observation. 
Conclusions are drawn primarily from narrative descriptions, a method strongly championed by 
Stake (1995). Rich, descriptive data fosters discussion and valid inferences (Patton, 2005). This 
case study’s findings, therefore, can be considered reliable, valid, and replicable. 
Contrary to what could be considered the prevailing perceptions in the practitioner 
literature, and especially, in the mass media regarding parental involvement in college, this case 
study finds that advisors have relatively few contacts with parents. Furthermore, LAC advising 
professionals report that parental contacts are less about specific academic advising issues such 
as the choosing of classes and majors, and more about life issues, such as student health or about 
administrative actions, such as probation and suspension. The experience of the LAC advisors 
appears contrary to the widely held perceptions in the media, some of the literature, and advising 
association conference presentations, so much so that a number of the LAC advisors who 
subscribed to the helicopter parent idea surprised themselves in their own recognition of the 
incongruity between their perceptions and their experience.  
The paucity of parental contact in the advising arena is something of a surprise to the 
advising professionals who had previous experience in other student affairs positions. Gloria, 
Chris, Karen, and Julia, for example, all note that they had greater parental contact in their 
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previous positions. Chris, for example, posits that parents are more likely to intervene in the 
student affairs arena where the context is personally tangible and is more accessible to and 
traditionally welcoming of parental input. Problems with food plans or roommates, for example, 
can be quickly and successfully resolved; problems with a course progress or major ideation, 
however, take time to emerge and time to ameliorate.  
The advising professionals also consistently report a positive perception of heavily 
involved parents. A number of the LAC advising cohort actually desire more parental contacts, 
believing that the majority of parental contacts have positive ramifications for students. This 
perception is, however, nuanced and complex as the LAC advising professionals express deep 
concerns about the influence parental over-involvement can exert on student autonomy and how 
certain levels of parental interaction with advisors results in a degree of advisor anxiety. It is the 
depth of emotion that these few negative parental interactions precipitate that inspires the 
collective trepidation when engaging with parents. The LAC advising professionals’ recognize 
the paradox between their immediate perceptions of parental involvement and their actual 
experience of the reality. The advisors’ relationship to involved parents is, therefore, ambivalent 
and multifaceted. 
 
Themes 
This case study presents a number of themes related to the LAC advising professionals’ 
experience and perspectives in interacting with involved parents. Some of these themes were 
expected but some were surprising. I have presented the major issues that emerged from this case 
study as six major themes. The themes are subsequently divided into a number of sub-themes. 
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a.  Themes 
 
i.  Theme one. LAC advising professionals’ general perceptions of parental involvement. 
 1.  Sub-theme 1. Parent behaviors perceived as positive or helpful. 
 2.  Sub-theme 2. Parent behaviors perceived as negative. 
 3.  Sub-theme 3. Advisor wariness of parental contact 
 4.  Sub-theme 4. Generational differences apparent in the LAC advising 
professionals’ cohort. 
 
ii.  Theme two. LAC Advising Professionals’ Perceptions Concerning Increasing Parental 
Involvement 
1.  Sub-theme 1. Perceptions as to why parental involvement is increasing. 
2.  Sub-theme 2. Concerns over increased involvement. 
3.  Sub-theme 3. Student autonomy. 
4.  Sub-theme 4. The frequency of parental-student communication. 
5.  Sub-theme 5. Concerns with vocationalism. 
 
iii.  Theme three. The LAC Advising Professionals’ Perceptions as to how Parental   
Involvement Influences their Advising Styles 
1.  Sub-theme 1. Increased advisor anxiety. 
2.  Sub-theme 2. The spectral presence of parents in the advising appointment. 
3.  Sub-theme 3. Involved parents and advising time and effort. 
4.  Sub-theme 4. Advisor communication techniques. 
 
iv.  Theme four. LAC Advising Professionals’ Perspectives on Successful Engagement 
Practices 
1.  Sub-theme 1. The application of FERPA. 
2.  Sub-theme 2. Advising communication styles. 
3.  Sub-theme 3. Referring. 
4.  Sub-theme 4. The role of summer orientation. 
5.  Sub-theme 5. Utilizing other informational sources. 
 
v.  Theme five. Advisors’ Perspectives of Structural Concerns Around Parental 
Involvement. 
1.  Sub-theme 1. The nuances of cross culture communication and expectations. 
 
vi.  Parent communication and expectations. 
 
vii.  Students’ cultural backgrounds and communication styles 
1.  Sub-theme 1. The role of the parents’ program. 
2.  Sub-theme 2. The call for specific training and professional development. 
 
viii.  Theme six. Administrator Perceptions. 
1.  Sub-theme 1. Administrators’ perceptions regarding parental involvement. 
2.  Sub-theme 2. Administrators’ anxiety concerning parental contact. 
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3.  Sub-theme 3. Administrators’ concern about parental involvement and student 
development. 
4.  Sub-theme 4. The administrators’ communication techniques. 
5.  Sub-theme 5. The influence of the LAC advising administrators. 
 
b.  Conclusion 
Theme one. LAC advising professionals’ general perceptions of parental 
involvement. Although advisors in this case feel the vast majority of their interactions with 
parents are positive, their initial response to meeting with parents is negative. All of the LAC 
advising professionals can relate raw, negative personal experiences with over-involved parents. 
Furthermore, they recognized that they are only exposed to the collective negative experiences or 
the horror stories that are shared around the office water cooler and advising conference. A 
number of advisors also point to the media, to some practitioner literature, and to certain 
advising conference sessions for exacerbating the image of the frustrating helicopter parent. The 
sense that there is a significant cohort of negatively heavily involved parents, and although such 
a cohort is small, the recognition of the negative involvement practices is very real and palpable 
for the LAC advising professionals. Chris, for example, points out: 
Well, the only time I hear about parent interactions from other colleagues is when they’re 
not good. You don’t hear “I met with the greatest parent today” you hear “This woman 
was the most horrible person I’ve ever met in my life”. I think that’s the nature of our 
minds vividly remembering really bad situations that get frozen in our brains and have an 
emotional impact on us. When colleagues are discussing parents, it’s a kind of one-
upmanship, and I think we keep perpetuating the when parents come in expect the worse 
scenario. 
 
This kind of perspective reinforces the sense that many advisors’ immediate emotions 
surrounding parental engagement are negative. Frances’s perspective is telling; she estimates that 
out of her ten or so contacts with parents per semester only one or two are negative. Rather than 
stating eight or nine meetings are positive she expresses surprise that only one or two parental 
interactions were negative. She states: 
 119
Sometimes you get parents who are really concerned about their son or daughter’s 
academic progress and they’re really angry at you as you’re the person they’re talking to 
and they’re taking their frustrations out on you, there’s that type of interaction, 
fortunately, the bulk of my interactions are positive. 
 
Frances’ narrative illustrates the skewed perspective many advisors hold in that she 
describes negative interactions before she states that the majority of her parental engagement is 
positive. Isabel echoes Frances’s perspective. Her narrative quickly focuses on negative 
interactions but, ultimately, she states that only about five percent of her interactions with parents 
are negative. All advisors, however, recognize that most engagement with parents is positive for 
its intent is to support students and as Elizabeth opines, “It’s always positive when we can work 
together.”  
Sub-theme 1: Parent behaviors perceived as positive or helpful. Advisors believe that 
parental involvement is positive when students are given space to explore their decision-making 
processes and when parents allow the advisors the opportunity to demonstrate their high level of 
expertise and compassion. Karen, for example, feels that most involved parents are willing to 
relinquish a high degree of involvement if they believe the advisor “clearly cares about their son 
or daughter and perhaps has some expertise and other information that they do not have.” 
Advisors are delighted when they engage with parents who are supportive of LAC’s advising 
philosophies and policies. 
The advising professionals recognize that all parents want their students to be successful 
as students and citizens. The advisors agree that culturally and developmentally, a degree of 
parental involvement is to be expected and nurtured during the students’ freshman and possibly 
sophomore years. Julia feels most parental interactions in traditional age students’ adjustment to 
college are helpful. Isabel argues that parents have positive influence if they:  
 120
Generally have an intention of helping the students and working with the people here to 
try to facilitate success for the students, they ask questions, they are engaging, they are 
not necessarily just trying to tell you what they think or what they want, they are wanting 
your feedback and input on different things. 
 
Advisors, therefore, welcome parental involvement when they view it as appropriate, when the 
parents’ tone is friendly and professional, and, importantly, when the parents defer and refer to 
the advisor’s experience and expertise. The advisors see positive engagement, therefore, as 
parental involvement that positively affects students and when the parents respect the advisor’s 
role.  
The LAC’s advising professionals believe their engagement with parents works best 
when the students are also part of a triangle of communication and when the discussion is 
designed to primarily support the students. Julia feels that working with parents is working for 
students, because “They see me as someone that can help their child and they want extra 
attention as they (the students) have some kind of problem.” It is imperative that the parents 
realize that the advisors’ obligation is to the students and that the students are, ultimately, 
allowed to make the decisions. Advisors report that such conversations can be positive for all 
parties involved, for the students are appropriately advised and supported, the parents receive 
information and inclusion, and the advisors retain rapport with all. 
The LAC advisors often find parents are reaching out to demonstrate encouragement of 
and support for their students. Chris finds such meetings to be very positive:  
When the parents are very up front and say “I’m just here to see if there is anything I can 
be of help with” or they come right in and say “I just want him or her to do what they 
want to do to be happy and successful.” 
 
It is this kind of parental encouragement and support that the advisors believe is most positive for 
it influences the students while encouraging their autonomy.  
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The advising professionals separate out difficult conversations with parents from negative 
engagement with parents. Advisors are quick to point out that the conversations about probation 
and suspension present opportunities to inform and engage the parents, so that parents become 
not only better informed advocates for their students but something akin to adjunct counselor to 
their students. Essentially, the advisors believe that it is the authoritative parenting styles that are 
the most appropriate while a child is in college. This replicates much of K-12 based research on 
the most successful parenting for student success studies. 
Agnes states that she enjoys interacting with parents “for as long as the parent is not 
asking for information that they don’t have a right to have and I think some very good things can 
happen if we are working together with the parents.”  Clearly, the advising professionals 
welcome parental engagement when they believe it will have positive ramifications for all 
involved.  
 In most situations, parental involvement and input is viewed as helpful for the advisor in 
terms of the additional information and broader understanding the parents can provide; it is 
consequently helpful for the student since the advisor can tailor support and resources. Julia, for 
example, notes that she feels that parents are contacting advisors over legitimate issues about 
students and students’ progress. LAC advising professionals all report that many parental 
contacts revolve around issues of their students’ health and academic progress. These contacts 
are commensurate with the increasing numbers of students that present with health concerns and 
psychological issues. Isabel, one of the advisors who states that she is usually wary of parental 
contact, welcomes it when “parents want to give you additional background on the student.” 
Advisors are clearly willing to support parental involvement when they feel such involvement 
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has positive or ameliorative ramifications. Agnes finds parental involvement in the students’ 
health context particularly helpful, she states: 
Perhaps it may be a disability issue or some kind of crisis issue, a health issue and it has 
been really helpful and I have appreciated the contact with the family, it gives me more 
information than I would have been able to get from the student about their particular 
situation and their family situation, expectations and that sort of thing. You know, it is 
not all about us revealing things to the parents, but about developing a co-operative 
relationship among the three parties, the student, the advisor, and the family.  
 
Advisors note such parental engagement helps them be more effective advisors by allowing them 
to target their advising more strategically. They note, also, that they are willing to engage with 
parents in varied and diverse contexts when they have the opportunity to utilize their expertise, 
experience, and compassion to aid students while simultaneously demonstrating to the parents 
the care and attention that they provide for students.  
One of the results of this relationship, therefore, is that parents are more willing to accept 
the more robust role the advisors can play in a variety of different contexts including the realm 
that is preeminent for advisors, the academic progress and students’ autonomy context. For, as 
Julia states, “If the parent can feel that these people (advisors) are making sense, that college is 
not a giant riddle, and that the student can come in to get help, it is a very positive thing and 
makes them comfortable.” Advisors believe that if parents are willing to trust the advisors then 
parents may be less willing to interfere with their students’ progress.  
The LAC advisors note that parent contact regarding basic academic advising 
information, such as course selection, is very rare indeed.  
Sub-theme 2. Parent behaviors perceived as negative. LAC advisors have experienced 
what they define as a negative interaction with parents either while directly engaging with 
parents or indirectly through students. They all point to specific episodes of parental involvement 
or behavior to illustrate their perceptions of broad negative interactions. It is telling that given the 
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limited interactions and the dearth of negative interactions, that it is the negative episodes that 
remain clear and present for the advisors. The advisors articulate a number of different contexts 
as to why they perceive parental interaction as negative. Advisors consider some interactions as 
negative because they are exposed to a disrespectful or belligerent tone and style of the parental 
communication, some because the advisors feel parents are impeding the students’ autonomy, 
and some because parents are clearly making the academic and vocational decisions for students. 
Advisors cite instances of parents contradicting advice or attempting to bend the LAC rules. Bob 
illustrates the advisors’ concerns about over involved parenting: 
Meetings tend not to go well when you have a parent who really wants to be in the 
driver’s seat, and really wants to be making decisions for their son or daughter because 
those parents are less likely to be satisfied with what we are offering. 
 
 Julia suggests that other negative interactions emerge when parents are unwilling to trust the 
advisor: 
[When] they have to be the expert on everything and that they don’t trust those who are 
expert. It puts the child in a bind when they have authorities and resources on both sides 
that are telling them different things. If we can partner with the parents and help one 
another to help support their child in the choices they are making, that’s great, but when 
we end up conflicting them in a situation, that’s a negative. 
 
Advisors consider parents who make academic decision for their students to be exerting 
negative parental influences. All advisors recognize signs of negative parental influences such as 
when parents insinuate their own personal pronoun into conversations concerning students. The 
LAC advisors all have a consistent policy of metaphorically and literally positioning the student 
as the most important party in the conversation. Similarly, Elizabeth believes negative parental 
involvement is manifest when, “The students’ voices are silenced when their parents come in, 
and that happens a lot,” or “When the parent is talking to me but should be having the 
conversation with her daughter.” Frances simply states: 
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When a parent comes in with their son or daughter and they (the parents) do all the 
talking, that they are not there just to observe or to get information and their son or 
daughter is just sitting there, the student is very quiet where normally they are very 
talkative, that tends to tip me off. I wonder why the parent isn’t letting me have the 
conversation with the student. 
 
Frances’ example is one that is, to some degree, cited by all advisors. The common nodes in 
negativity are the parents who micromanage students, the parents who ask the advisors for 
information that they should be receiving from students, are controlling, and when they are go 
over students’ heads. Other signs of over-involvement are when parents are overly intrusive; 
Chris offers the illustration concerning parents who call advisors to request a different section of 
a class students have signed up for. In essence, any time parents attempt to actively make 
decisions for their students rather than attempting to understand a situation or facilitate 
communication, they are viewed as overly intrusive and, therefore, negative. Importantly, 
advisors believe such levels of parent involvement are negative even if the students support and 
welcome it. 
Other challenges are presented by parents who believe the advisors are not being 
advocates for students, when parents argue to have an administrative decision or policy reversed, 
or to defend students who have abrogated their responsibility. Agnes points out that: 
When a student is being suspended, or sometimes placed on probation, it often sets the 
tone of the conversation with parents to be somewhat adversarial. So it is like the family 
members think they can argue the case and get the decision to be changed.  
 
Sometimes, these conversations can end positively when the parents realize that the advisors are 
advocates for the students, even if the message they are delivering is for students to change 
majors or to take some time away from the institution. Some parents, however, maintain an 
adversarial stance that moves into belligerence. Such behavior is immediately viewed as negative 
by advisors. The advisors report similar frustration with the parents who, not happy with their 
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interaction with advisors, engage with the assistant directors or the director in an effort to reach 
the solution the parents want. 
Parents who communicate with a belligerent tone clearly concern the advising 
professionals. Chris states, “The feeling they know more than you do about the student’s 
academic situation tends to come out in how they speak to you.” A number of LAC advisors 
have experienced bellicose parents who have attempted to use connections and influence to 
attain something they deem necessary for their students. Advisors view interactions with parents 
who are demanding, bellicose, entitled, and inappropriate as troubling. Although advisors are 
sometimes personally challenged by assertive and controlling parents, their concerns are more 
for that parent’s student. LAC advisors believe overtly belligerent parents are seldom seen but 
advisors are exposed to myriad negative parental behaviors that directly influence their 
professional selves. A number of the advisors were clearly uncomfortable describing such 
interactions and a few were somewhat emotional.  
Advisors express some surprise that students let their parents take such a role. Isabel, for 
example, feels the issue is one of student dependency along with parental involvement, “Students 
telling me that they are going to rely on their parents, running things by my mom and dad, that 
kind of thing has somewhat increased over the years.” Advisors note that students’ dependency 
is probably a result of prior levels of parental over-involvement and they seek opportunities to 
address the issue to encourage students to operate independently. Julia, who is the most forgiving 
of parental intervention, well illustrates the advisors’ concern about parental (or family member) 
heavy involvement: 
An aunt come to orientation last summer, and that was a very long day for me as the aunt 
thought she knew everything the student should do. She helped the student enroll in 
classes; enroll in all the wrong classes, changing everything around from what we had 
discussed, there was a disaster going on. That’s the problem when the students have a 
 126
person they trusted to advise them, and now they have someone new. Students need to 
learn to trust us and trust themselves a little bit when they are launching out and know 
they have someone they can rely on here. 
 
The advisors’ concerns over what they see as the negative influence of heavily involved 
parenting are myriad but the two of the major recurring themes within the LAC experience are 
how parental involvement influences student autonomy and how it can negatively influence the 
students’ choice of academic and career tracks. As David states, parental involvement is negative 
when it is not “educationally helpful.” 
Sub-theme 3. Advisor wariness of parental contact. Although the LAC advisors’ 
perceptions of the influence of involved parents are largely positive, most advisors appear wary 
of the initial parental contact. Most often it is the sense of not knowing what to expect from 
contact with parents that precipitate the advisors’ wariness. This is illustrative of the initial 
negative feelings that result from parental contact among this advising cohort. Julia, who feels 
she would welcome additional parental contact, explains that her first response to a parental 
contact is anxiety: “I’m a little anxious because it’s just you’re having to communicate on a 
number of different levels, you’re talking to multiple people, multiple generations, multiple 
perspectives and that complicates things.” Clearly the thought of parental engagement 
intimidates many advisors. Agnes, who also views parental favorably and welcomes it, finds her 
first response to parental contact is one of concern; she jokingly describes her initial reaction as 
“fear.” Agnes feels anxious when she realizes parents will be part of an advising appointment 
because she expects the parental contact will be over issue of crises in the students’ life. Agnes 
also feels that she never knows what a meeting with a students and parents will disclose. She 
finds such initial meetings “rather awkward.” Advisors generally find this sense of “not 
knowing” to be stressful. 
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Isabel’s body language noticeably changes when she discusses the emotions inspired by 
her contact with parents. She states that she is often agitated, defensive, and wary during initial 
contact when she feels parents are “Confused, concerned, threatening, or immediately defensive 
because they see you as representing the university that they see is against their student.” 
Elizabeth, possibly the most guarded of the advisors, says that knowing she will have parent 
contact immediately makes her nervous. During the interview her body language, too, reflects 
her concerns, and in a 460-word description of her initial responses to a parental contact she 
mentions being nervous 12 times. For Chris, another advisor who would welcome more parent 
engagement, the prospect of a parental contact still gives him a “sinking feeling.”   
The LAC’s advisors positive and negative perceptions are, for the most part, shared by 
the LAC’s advising administrators with only subtle differences being apparent. 
Sub-theme 4. Generational differences apparent in the LAC advising professionals’ 
cohort. Although all LAC advising professionals express a positive perception of the 
ramifications of involved parenting, there are clear differences in advisor generational 
perspectives. Generational analysis is somewhat problematic given that the diversity of 
experiences, values, and perspectives that lie within the defined parameters of a generation but, 
nevertheless, it remains a respected facet of social science research. Therefore, I rely on the 
readily accepted terms of “Boomers” and “Generation X” to describe and note the generational 
differences. As noted in Chapter 4, the Boomer label is applied to the generations born between 
1946 and 1964 while Generation X label covers people born from 1965 through 1980  (Taylor & 
Keeter, 2010). The Boomer advisors are those advisors who are closer to the age of the parents, 
and have or had experiences with their own children in college. In this case study, they appear to 
be less guarded, more open and welcoming in the initial contact stages, and more patient while 
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working with parents. The Generation X advisors at LAC are generally in their late twenties to 
mid thirties, do not have children of college age, and tend to be a little more guarded in their 
responses to parental involvement.  
The generational difference is evident in how advisors perceive parental involvement and 
even in the way they initially communicate with parents. This perception that generational 
differences are apparent is shared by a number of advisors within the LAC advising cohort. 
Agnes, a Boomer advisor, believes that younger advisors may react differently towards parents 
as she states “I think that if you have not had the experience of parenting, you may be more 
judgmental about a family contact. In general, I think working with parents is more anxiety 
provoking for a younger person or a person who hasn’t had the parenting perspective”. Julia, 
Bob, and Karen, fellow Boomers, feel that their age creates an immediate connection to parents, 
and as they have all have or had children in college, a greater understanding and sympathy for 
the parents’ perspectives. Karen explains it thus: 
I think my age and experience probably are an advantage. I think the parents are relieved 
to see me, I have years of experience, I am closer to understanding their point of view 
than a 25-year old may be. My guess is that when we meet with parents, the reaction is 
quite different, at least initially but I would guess that parents respond differently when 
they see someone 50 years old, vs. someone under 30, so how much confidence do they 
have about information the person has, how can they understand how I feel as a parent, 
that sort of thing. I think frankly we often use that card. If I am talking with a parent of a 
student who is really struggling and the parent is having a hard time I will say  I am a 
parent too. I can understand a bit where you are coming from. 
 
At least three Generation X advisors support their Boomer colleagues’ contentions that age and 
life experience alters advisor connections to parents. Elizabeth, Frances, and Isabel believe the 
Boomer advisors may have an easier time with parents through a rapport based on age and 
shared experiences. They also believe, however, that the Boomer advisors are more tolerant of 
parents and parental over-involvement and that tolerance may not always be beneficial. These 
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Generation X advisors also note that they often feel that parents don’t readily respect or trust 
them, as the parents often view them as graduate students and not as professional advisors. The 
advisors respond to parental misperceptions, therefore, by being more formal. Generation X-er 
Isabel states, “I feel the most appropriate way to engage with the parent is not to disclose 
information without being prompted. I will answer any specific question the parent has but I 
don’t tend to get very detailed.” This attempt at a more formal, professional tone may change the 
nature of the initial parental contact for it is noteworthy that it is the Generation X advisors who 
report a higher degree of defensive or belligerent early parental contact. 
 This facet of the Generation X advisor communication style begs the question does 
formality comes across to parents as administrative prevarication instead of being seen as 
professionalism? It is important to note that regardless of generational positioning, all LAC 
advising professionals view the majority of parental involvement as positive. Every advisor 
notes, however, occasions when parents have unrealistic expectations for the students, the 
institution, and the advisor. It is this role, almost as a family counselor facilitating between the 
institutional parameters, the students, and the parents that advisors refer to time and time again as 
being akin to a family counselor. It is a role that almost all the LAC advisors feel a high level of 
discomfort, believing that parental engagement in certain realms takes the advisors outside of 
their academic advising experience, purview, and expertise. All the advisors point to areas of 
parental engagement in which they feel they could be better prepared for through additional 
training and professional development. Clearly, the LAC advising professionals’ perceptions of 
parental involvement are complex.  
Theme two. LAC advising professionals’ perceptions concerning increasing parental 
involvement. The LAC advising professionals believe that parental involvement is increasing. 
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Many of the advisors commented that much of the parental involvement is sought and welcomed 
by the students. Advisors generally subscribe to the commonly held belief that there has been a 
cultural shift in parenting with a commensurate change in parent-child relations. A number of the 
advisors have the perception that enhanced parental involvement is the result of broad cultural 
shifts in parenting but also has been formulated as a facet of student success by the K–12 
educational system. Parents of college students are more involved partly because involvement 
was their experience and expectation through their child’s K–12 education experiences. Advisors 
are quick to note that cultural changes have also altered how students view parental involvement 
and account for the students’ willingness to surrender some level of autonomy to their parents. 
Frances, for example, notes, “It almost seems like there are students here who seem like they 
don’t want to take responsibility for themselves because their parents are so involved.” The 
Boomers, recalling their own college experiences where they fought for increased autonomy, are 
particularly perplexed by this trend.  
Sub-theme 1. Perceptions as to why parental involvement is increasing. A number of 
LAC’s advising professionals believe that the trend of increasing parental interventions is partly 
due to a cultural shift in parenting that has changed the parent-student relationship and resulted 
in some very involved parents. Agnes, for example, believes that parents are now more engaged 
with their children than in previous generations as “the number of parent contacts used to be 
minimal and if there was parental contact it was immediately channeled up to a higher 
administrator. Now the cycle is probably completely reversed, we are very much trying to 
involve family members in the educational process.” Agnes feels that parental involvement has 
had some positive ramifications on the culture of the institution, making communications more 
transparent and accessible. She feels that parental involvement has forced the institution to be 
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more supportive of the student. Agnes argues that heavily-involved parents do cause some 
problems and anxiety for students and advisors alike but such involvement is preferable to 
parental under-involvement. 
Many advisors recognize that student reliance on parents has increased, as Isabel states:  
My interactions with students telling me that they are going to rely on their parents has 
somewhat increased over the years. It is some kind of continuation of what had happened 
in high school when their parents had done more for them. 
 
Agnes believes that parents have always been involved but in the past colleges actively kept 
them at bay by, she notes, “grounding the helicopter parents.” The current message from colleges 
is that they are more welcoming to parental involvement. Most of the advisors echo Agnes’ 
point. A number posit that the levels of parental involvement fostered by the K-12 system have 
directly resulted in the parents’ desire for similar connection and contact with their students’ 
college. As Bob states:  
I think in many ways parents of this generation have done a better job in nurturing their 
kids. I do think parents are much more interested in what their kids are doing, and you 
can take the position that it’s too involved but nevertheless, the parents are involved and 
when they do it’s a pretty strong relationship, a bond that goes on into college. That’s 
better than the parents that tell their kids in high school, you’re pretty grown up now, go 
and get a job. There are pros and cons to being involved or not being involved. 
 
The advising professionals also point to the growing cost of college as a precipitating 
factor in for increasing parental involvement. Parents are now making a significant personal 
investment in the students’ college education and, consequently, expect a role in how that 
investment is realized. The LAC advising professionals accept that parental involvement will 
continue to increase commensurately with increasing tuition and fees. Chris believes that 
increasing costs of attending the University of the Midwest have altered campus culture in favor 
of the parents’ increasing expectations and helps explain a more open attitude towards parents as 
consumers. The link between higher costs and commensurately greater parental involvement is 
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seen acutely among LAC’s international student cohort. LAC advisors believe that international 
parental involvement in choosing courses and degree programs is increasing at a greater rate than 
for domestic students and is both common and worrying. 
LAC advisors draw another link between the apparent increase in college students with 
mental health issues and increasing parental involvement. This is a consistent theme across their 
narratives. The advising professionals report that they feel that there is a confluence of events at 
play within this dynamic. They note that the K-12 system and now higher education are much 
more welcoming and supportive environments for students with physical and mental issues. 
They recognize that some parents have become skilled advocates for their students and are heavy 
users of university resources and personnel. The advisors point out, however, that where some 
parents are wonderfully supportive of their students and colleges, other parents advocate for 
students that are unable to make appropriate academic progress and, consequently, the parents 
over-step both personal and professional boundaries. A few advisors note, therefore, that they 
have concerns over the increase of students with health issues attending college and the 
ramifications of university resources, as well as the direct impact on their roles as advisors. 
The perception of the nature of increasing parental involvement also highlights the 
differing generational perspectives at work at LAC. A number of the Boomer advisors believe 
that increasing parental involvement is a real phenomenon and that it marks a cultural change in 
parenting. At least four advisors recounted their own experiences as students in the 1970s or 
early 1980s. Julia, for example states:  
When I went to college, you were on your own and wouldn’t want to ask your parents 
anything about college. The students I interact with now tend to rely more on their 
parents’ advice, which is not a bad thing.  
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Bob mines his own college experiences and the experience of being a parent before he opines 
that a cultural change has occurred in parenting. He believes that there has been a change in 
parenting and students’ expectations of their parents:  
I was in college in the early ‘80s and it would never have occurred to any of us to pick up 
the phone every evening and call our parents. If we found that the university was talking 
to our parents, I think I would have resented it. Now, I think the students expect the 
parents to be involved and it doesn’t surprise them in the least that their parents come 
along to orientation. I get the sense the students are more comfortable with their parents 
as allies at this stage in their life and they don’t mind it as much if their parents are being 
nosey. 
 
The Boomer advisors clearly feel that there is a number of diverse parenting culture shifts at 
play. They feel that the university has embarked on a paradigm shift from being rather 
unwelcoming of parental involvement to actively seeking a role for contemporary parents. Most 
of the advisors also welcome the role for parents, again responding that most involvement is 
helpful, supportive, and healthy. Indeed, the Boomers all point out that even though parental 
involvement is replete with problems it is, generally, much more positive than the levels of 
parental disengagement and institutional distance that they and many students experienced 
during the 1970s and early 1980s which they deemed far more detrimental to students’ 
adjustment and success at college.  
Bob points out that he feels many parents are more involved because they remember their 
own negative college experience. He feels that the size of the University of Midwest perpetuates 
the image of a cold and distant institution where it would be easy for students to fall through the 
cracks. Many parents, therefore, feel that they have to be the advocate for their students in such a 
frosty environment but when they learn that the institution has changed its approach to students 
and provides a high personal level of care and attention, they are reassured. A number of 
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advisors, particularly the Boomers, note that today’s involved parents are, perhaps, better parents 
because of their level of involvement, care, and attention. 
Sub-theme 2. Concerns over increased involvement. Although all advisors state that 
their personal level of parental contact is relatively small, their perception is that there is an 
expanding cohort of intrusive parents who are heavily involved in their students’ lives. Although 
the number of physical parental interventions is small, most of the engagement with parents 
requires an extra investment of the advisor’s time. It is this extra attention that raises some 
concerns among the LAC advising cohort in terms of the additional time it takes in an already 
busy work schedule and a gnawing concern whether that additional attention is limiting the 
students’ autonomy and/or their responsibility. All advisors, therefore, express a significant level 
of concern about the influence a small minority of parents exerts.  
Advising professionals note that they are witnessing an increase in parental interaction in 
administrative academic progress processes such as the imposition of probation or academic 
suspension. The advisors report concern when the parents’ role turns to questioning the 
administrative policies and actions taken by the LAC. If a parent has questions about the policies 
and procedures, the advisors willingly respond in an educational role. However, if parents 
question the implementation of policy, or seek to absent their students from it, then the advisors 
are troubled by this level of involvement. This context of parental involvement appears to be 
more common at the advising administrator level for they report that they appear to have about 
twice as many academic progress issue parental interactions than any other kind of parental 
engagement. 
Sub-theme 3. Student autonomy. A leitmotif in the LAC advising professionals’ 
perception of parental involvement is the negative influence it has on student autonomy. All the 
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advising professionals share a concern that heavily involved parents are impeding the autonomy 
of their students. Bob rarely sees parental involvement with student and advisor as positive for 
the student. Chris feels that he has to insinuate issues of independence and autonomy into 
discussions with students he feels have involved parents. Indeed, he feels that he has a greater 
opportunity to address issues with the student individually rather than in the joint meeting with 
the student and parent because “eventually the students have to be on their own and understand 
that ultimately it’s their choice. That’s what I try to play up.” Chris is not alone in expressing 
concern about the students who are struggling to find the confidence to be autonomous. 
A number of advisors are surprised how readily students accept (and expect) a significant 
level of parental involvement. Elizabeth state: 
I think that they are really used to doing this sort of thing for their kids. I think they are 
used to being involved. The students are used to their parents looking over their shoulder 
and so they will ask the parent to take care of things, to manage e-mails and classes and 
all kinds of crazy things. So I think that it is a certain relationship pattern of dependency 
that both student and parent have developed.  
 
Chris and Isabel note independently that many students transfer their dependence on parents to a 
dependence on advisors. Isabel states: 
Student dependency on us has definitely increased as if we are supposed to be like the 
parent while the student is away at college. I think students have higher expectations that 
we are going to do things for them rather than doing things for themselves and I don’t 
know if that is some kind of continuation of what had happened in high school when their 
parents had done more for them. 
 
Chris and Isabel are concerned that students and parents are positioning some advisors to be 
“helicopter advisors.” Chris states he specifically addresses the issue of student autonomy and 
dependence, and the appropriate role for advisors and parents, in his meetings with students and 
parents. Chris sees this as an important part of the job that fits with his understanding of student 
development.  
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All advisors, however, report an experience where they have felt the parents have gone 
too far in micromanaging students’ lives. Advisors often advise students who are unable to make 
independent decisions without immediate parental input and this, to the advisors, is a clear 
indication of how parental support becomes detrimental. Once again, the point where over-
involvement begins is difficult to define, but advisors feel that there are lines where parental 
involvement crosses from being positive to negative. It is obviously negative when parental 
behavior is perceived as restricting student growth. 
Sub-theme 4. The frequency of parental-student communication. Advisors are quick to 
point to their sense, also supported by the literature, that frequency of student parent contacts is 
being facilitated by technological innovations. The cell phone and email foster continued closer 
connection between the students and their parents. Bob states that:  
Students have email and cell phones and it doesn’t matter where they are or where the 
parents are, they can be in daily contact. Parents are much more aware of what’s going on 
in their students’ lives and therefore much more involved in giving advice. 
 
A number of advisors recounted experiences where students have immediately called parents on 
cell phones at the end of an advising meeting or refused to alter schedules until they called and 
checked the changes with parents. Some advisors also recognize that this close level of contact 
can be helpful as parents will sometimes call or email students about information that the parents 
gleaned from the parents’ program emails and newsletters.  
Sub-theme 5. Concerns with vocationalism. Advisors understand that parents are 
looking to be reassured that students will be well prepared for a career after graduating from the 
University of the Midwest. Such pressures are thought to be increasing as the cost of attendance 
and related college expenses rise and, the advisors agree, are particularly evident among the 
involved international, immigrant, and first generation parents. LAC advisors perceive growing 
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parental pressure on students to major in business and health related fields in particular, even if 
the students’ abilities are misaligned with a selective, vocational major. A number of the advisors 
expressed concern that increased parental involvement often manifests itself in students’ choices 
of major. All advisors sense that too many of their advisees embark on the majors their parents 
want them to work on and not the majors that the students are actually passionate about. The 
advisors feel this has led to an increase in the students’ desire for the vocationally-orientated 
major. 
Agnes, for example, sees a number of parents putting pressure on students to be business 
majors, while Chris has noticed an increase in students citing parental influence in decisions to 
major in health career tracks. Frances and Elizabeth also note an increasing parental pressure on 
underrepresented students to major in vocational fields. All advisors believe that, due to parental 
pressure, a number of students are exploring or choosing majors that are unrealistic for them. 
Julia states that she has met a number of parents who “had some goals for their child that, as it 
turns out, the child didn’t have.” 
The cultural issues underlying vocationalism make it more difficult for advisors to 
address the situation but they all agree that the situation is one that needs to be discussed with 
students and often with parents as well. Advisors, therefore, often counsel students and parents to 
understand how students can still be prepared for a career field while being passionate about a 
major that may be an alternative to the preferred but unattainable major. Advisors recognize that 
they sometimes have to work subtly against their students’ parents’ expectations while 
recognizing that parents often work against the advisors’ advice. It often takes either time or 
academic progress problems before a conversation can be facilitated that, essentially, has the 
students, advisors, and parents all committed to a single and realistic major aspiration. Although 
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frustrating, advisors often recognize that such a process is developmentally appropriate and often 
provides students with experiences and opportunities to develop a stronger sense of autonomy. 
Although the LAC advising professionals believe parental involvement and influence is 
increasing, they also recognize that much of this involvement occurs outside of their purview. 
All the advising professionals cite the role of the LAC’s summer orientation program and the 
University of the Midwest’s robust parents’ program as factors that work to limit direct parent to 
advisor contact. 
Theme three:  The LAC advising professionals’ perceptions as to how parental 
involvement influences their advising Styles. Most of the LAC advisors feel that heavily 
involved parents are directly or indirectly influencing advising meetings. The advisors note they 
have an advising style for engaging parents when parents are physically present in a meeting but 
also an advising style to engage the spectral presence of parents that often emerges in 
appointments with students. The advisors, therefore, believe that, consciously or unconsciously, 
they alter some facets of their advising styles when interacting with students they perceive as 
having heavily involved parents. 
 Sub-theme 1. Increased advisor anxiety. Although most advisors recognize the apparent 
paradox in their relationship with parents, all described a deeply held level of stress and anxiety 
when receiving parent contact from Frances’ “a knot in my stomach” and, “Ugghh, I just don’t 
want to deal with the parent. God, I hate dealing with the parents” to Isabel’s feelings of being 
made “generally uncomfortable”. Although Isabel reiterates she doesn’t mind working with 
parents, she uses the term uncomfortable seven times in her next 249 words she uses to describe 
her feelings. Chris who suggests he would enjoy more parental engagement, still admits to a 
“sinking feeling” or even an “ugghh, it’s so frustrating” when he realizes he will have parents in 
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an advising meeting. Furthermore, Chris uses the adjective “frustrating” some 15 times to 
describe his interaction with parents. Succinctly, Elizabeth states she is “rattled and nervous” 
when she is contacted by a parent. 
Even though the Boomer advising professionals are more attuned to the parents’ 
perspective, they find their first responses to the prospect of parental interaction as troubling. 
Karen says she feels anxious, a sense of “Oh gosh, what will this be about?” Bob’s first reaction 
is “Oh no!” and he admits to some trepidation. Agnes’s initial reaction on discovering she has a 
parental engagement coming up is “fear” although she laughs while disclosing this.  
Clearly, there is a high level of stress and anxiety felt by all LAC’s advisors. The stress is 
evident in how they describe their first general impressions of parental involvement. There is 
considerable anxiety beginning with simply not knowing what interactions with parents will be 
about. Most advisors feel that parents are getting in contact because they want to discuss what 
are, primarily, negative issues. Advisors expect parental contact to be difficult when the contact 
concerns students’ crises, when parents are over-involved and intrusive, or when dealing with 
parental anger due to academic progress or administrative actions. The advisors’ apprehension of 
not knowing what a meeting will entail is exacerbated by the individual and collective memory 
of difficult meetings with parents. The advisors’ anxiety is more clearly illustrated when they 
describe their own experiences with parents. Each advisor can recount personal experiences with 
parents that were uncomfortable, disturbing, and upsetting. The advisors’ emotions remain raw. 
The sense that each advisor is scarred by parental engagement is supported both through 
narrative and body language. 
Although the consensus is that the advisors have all been surprised and saddened by the 
negative energy and negative role modeling of some parents, they recognize that such 
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interactions are extremely rare. All the advising professionals state that negative experiences 
have made them more comfortable in working with parents. Most of this experience has been 
hard won on the job. Most advisors feel, however, that they would be more effective facilitators 
of parental contact and much less anxious and overwhelmed by the prospect of parental contact 
if they had been specifically trained or counseled to work with parents. The need for specialized 
training is a leitmotif in the participants’ narrative.  
Sub-theme 2. The spectral presence of parents in the advising appointment. None of the 
LAC advisors feel that parents have to be present in the advising meeting to exert an influence 
on the students and even on the advisors themselves. Involved parents, therefore, don’t have to 
be parents who are physically engaging an advisor via phone, email, or appointment but are more 
than likely specters during the advising meeting. Julia feels that many parents are in the 
background. Agnes recognizes the parent’s voice in some of the questions students ask, and, 
Isabel states, “they are there, always behind the scenes. The student is not here alone; the student 
is here with an entourage of family members that will help them through.” Chris often hears it 
directly from students:  
I’ll see students coming in saying “my parents said to look at this” and then we’ll discuss 
that it’s been several years since your dad was a student, things have changed since then. 
It’s that kind of conversation when they’ve spoken to the parents about what they want to 
do. 
 
Parental influence, therefore, is evident in a number of the advisors’ interactions with students in 
regular advising appointment. All advisors are aware that most parent influence is exerted 
indirectly, for as Elizabeth points out, “We are dealing with the consequences of the parents 
being there without dealing with the parents.”  
The LAC advising professionals are clearly concerned when they encounter students who 
need to confer with parents before they make decisions about courses and major. Such scenarios 
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raise concerns that parental involvement is impeding the student’s ability to independently arrive 
at informed decisions. It is through the recognition of covert parental influence and involvement, 
rather than in the physical meetings with parents, where advisors state they confront the most 
negative facets of parental over-involvement. Interestingly, advisors believe they can have a 
greater influence on students and parents when parents are physically present in the advisors’ 
office. The advising professionals agree it is more difficult to counter negative parental 
involvement when it occurs in an environment they are not privy to. 
Sub-theme 3. Involved parents and advising time and effort. Engaging with parents is 
often a time-consuming process, requiring a more intense and detailed level of preparation than a 
regular student-only advising meeting. The LAC’s advising professionals put in extra time 
preparing for a meeting with parents and students attempting to cover all the bases, given that 
one of the most stressful aspects of a parent meeting is simply not knowing what it is going to be 
about. Advisors state they also take extra time and make extra effort to answer a parent’s email. 
Crafting a response that is informative, educational, transparent, and meets parents’ expectations 
and FERPA requirements is time intensive. Many times, the advisors have to carefully and 
diplomatically respond to parents’ requests for information, sometimes explaining why they 
can’t release such information under FERPA. A number of advisors state that they spend a lot of 
time working on the tone of such communiqués to ensure that they strike the correct balance 
between accessibility and professionalism. According to Frances, it is a tone that is designed to 
make an impression designed to “paint the way the parents see you as an authority in their son’s 
or daughter’s life.” She believes this level of the preparation and the potential ramifications of 
communicating with parents is “nerve racking.” Most advisors expressed a level of concern that 
parents would seek out the advisors’ supervisors if they felt the advisor had been unhelpful or 
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incorrect in information and tone. The administrators point out, however, that a parent complaint 
about an advisor rarely happens. 
David, the LAC’s director, recognizes that the advising professionals all have to commit 
additional time and preparation to their work with parents directly or indirectly, but that such a 
role is now an accepted part of the advisors’ role. 
Sub-theme 4. Advisor communication techniques. Many of the advisors alter their 
communication styles to encourage freer dialogue and student decision-making. Some advisors 
project a sense of additional compassion if they feel the student is burdened by involved 
parenting. Occasionally, advisors employ a different level of thoroughness in their discussions 
with students if they feel that information will, in turn, be shared with parents, for, as Karen 
opines, “I don’t know if we can take the parent’s involvement out of our thinking, it is the sense 
that I know the conversation will continue at another level.”  
Further patterns of generational differences emerge during discussions of communication 
styles. The Boomer advisors appear to have an additional sense of confidence in addressing 
issues directly with students, perhaps because of their perspective as parental figures themselves. 
The Boomers all state they better understand the parents’ perspective and therefore bring that to 
bear in their meetings with students and with parents. They believe that their shared experiences 
with parents have given them insight into levels of appropriate parental influences that allow 
them to better address inappropriate influence. Agnes and Bob, for example, often ask their 
students about their parents’ influence, especially when it appears at odds with the students’ 
interests and abilities. If they feel the involvement level is too high, both advisors help frame 
conversations with the students to take back to their parents. Bob feels that he often extends the 
conversation to issues of the students’ autonomy and appropriate advising roles:  
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We have to say, “Mom and dad love you dearly and they are really trying to help you but 
your mom and dad don’t know this institution and they’re not expert on the various 
policies we have, and although we want you to turn to your parents for support when you 
have to make an academic decision that involved university policies or curriculum 
choices we really want you to be talking to us.” 
 
Agnes is aware that such conversations are as much about emotions as it is the phrasing. She 
recognizes that she is upfront in such conversations by directly addressing the student: 
I am usually pretty straightforward about it, “I’m hearing a lot about what your mom 
thinks, or what your dad thinks. What do you think about that?  How do you process it?  
What does it mean to you?  What do you think would happen if you did something 
different?” Sometimes they are able to turn that into a valuable and helpful conversation, 
and sometimes it is too much for them to sort of break that down. They are still a 
valuable person, and you do the best you can even if they are struggling with external 
locus of control issues.  
 
For many advisors, it is their perceptions of students’ development and maturity that will 
dictate whether they will address such issues directly or obliquely. As Julia states, “changing the 
advising style is always on the table when you are talking to the student.” Sometimes that means 
an advisor won’t directly address the issue and will allow the student to follow their parents’ 
expectations and will only introduce autonomy issues later in the semester once a successful 
advising relationship has been established. A number of advisors do warn students if they feel 
that the parents’ advice is at odds with their own and that the students will have to accept the 
consequences of actions or inactions. Advisors demonstrate a keen awareness of the myriad 
opportunities for students to accept a sense of maturity and responsibility. Sooner or later 
advisors will address the issue of parental involvement and student autonomy with a student, for 
as Isabel asks rhetorically, “Why would we ignore that conversation when we talk about other 
personal issues that may be getting in the way of their academic success or success in general?”  
Most of the advisors take their cues from their students as to how and when to have such 
conversations. The advisors recognize that such conversations are uncomfortable but are part of 
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their duty as advisors. A number of advisors, generally the Generation X advisors, express 
concern that a result of such a conversation with their student may be a phone call to the 
administrators from an angry parent who views the advisors’ directness as inappropriate. This is 
an important issue, as many of the advisors feel that the ramifications of parental engagement 
tend to be more complex than the results of a regular advisor to student interaction. They also 
believe that parental involvement often results in a counseling relationship with a student above 
and beyond a regular advising relationship. This is turn exacerbates the advisors’ own levels of 
anxiety in dealing with parents and students with involved parents. A number of advisors express 
anxiety over their decisions to directly intervene and address issues of student autonomy while 
also expressing anxiety over situations that they didn’t address.  
The LAC advising professionals feel uncomfortable and under-prepared to engage with 
students and parents in what they feel is more family therapy than academic advising. Almost 
every advisor suggested they and their colleagues would benefit from specific training in 
working with parents. Bob, for example, suggests: 
We don’t have that kind of training and we would probably need someone to come in 
from our psychological counseling services, someone with a background in family 
counseling, for example, to come in and remind us that we are not family counselors and 
when parents come into a meeting, the last thing we want to have happen is have it turn 
into a family counseling session. Here are strategies to make sure it doesn’t happen. That 
would be great training to have but we haven’t gotten it. 
 
Other advisors would like, simply, to have training on the best practices in how to work with 
parents.  
Although advisors have mixed emotions at the prospect of direct parental contact and 
engagement they are aware that the majority of parental involvement with students occurs 
outside of a tripartite advising meeting. 
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Theme four: LAC advising professionals’ perspectives on successful engagement 
practices. Although there are no codified LAC policies and procedures that govern how the 
advisors engage with parents, there is a remarkable consistency in the approach the advisors take. 
The advisors, for example, never meet with parents without their student’s presence even if a 
FERPA waiver has been signed by the student. This illustrates the pillar of the advisors 
engagement practices; the student is always paramount in the advisors’ conversations with 
parents. 
Sub-theme 1. The application of FERPA. LAC advising professionals utilize FERPA in 
a way that best positions students in the advising relationship and in the tripartite communication 
context of students, parents, and advisors. Every advising professional references the use of 
FERPA as a positive engagement practice. Most advisors felt that their understanding of FERPA 
was an effective tool in the ways they approached parental interaction. Advisors use FERPA to 
ensure the student is part of the conversation by reminding parents that the student has a choice 
to sign or not sign the FERPA waiver. To some extent, most of the advisors felt that the FERPA 
training was the closest thing they received to specific training on working with parents.  
All of the LAC advisors use FERPA to facilitate conversations but also to set 
expectations on parental involvement, and, again, to position the student as the primary focus of 
the advisors’ care and attention. Many of the advisors believe FERPA is a great opportunity to 
inform and educate the parents. Agnes, for example, uses the term “educate” or “educational” in 
the FERPA context five times in her interview transcript.  
Advisors point out that FERPA itself can make advisor and parent feel defensive. Julia 
believes that citing FERPA “can be frustrating for parents as they feel like they are getting the 
run around.” Any discussion about FERPA, therefore, has to be handled diplomatically and 
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sensitively. Advisors often gauge a parent’s reaction to a FERPA discussion to get a sense of the 
parent’s personality for if they react negatively to the FERPA provisions they may prove to be 
difficult in further interactions with the advisor. 
Outside of FERPA, the one clear LAC parental engagement policy is that students must 
always be present when an advisor meets with parents and advisors will often ensure a student’s 
agreement to meet by having the student sign the FERPA waiver. All LAC advisors meet the 
parent and student together and then use the meeting to illustrate for parents, and students, that it 
is the students who are best positioned to make choices.  
Sub-theme 2. Advising communication styles. The LAC advising professionals believe 
that simple communication practices can result in positive interactions with parents. A number of 
advisors point to how the tone of their voice can positively position a conversation with a parent. 
Sounding pleasant, professional, and somewhat authoritative on the situation can allay some of 
the parent’s immediate concerns. It is evident that some of the nuances of LAC generational 
dynamics may influence the tenor of the advisors’ communication with parents. Advisors are 
aware that their initial communication style and tone significantly impacts the relationship with 
parents. The advisors all expressed their need to diplomatically address difficult issues, like 
student record confidentiality and FERPA, to more positively position a conversation.  
As noted, all LAC advising professionals express a level of anxiety in working with 
parents, much of which stems from not knowing what parents will ask or expect. The initial 
contact with parents, therefore, tends to be somewhat cagey. Isabel, for example, attempts to 
gauge what the parents are asking:  
The way I prefer to interact with parents is I like to let them take the lead in terms of 
asking the questions of me, I don’t like to disclose information without being prompted 
to. Then any specific question the parent has at that point I will answer but I don’t tend to 
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expound on things and get very detailed with it. I would rather just answer their questions 
directly and leave it at that.  
 
Once parental intent is clear, advisors communicate positively and professionally, affirming and 
understanding parents’ concerns with a confidence that stems from the advisors’ experience. One 
important communication technique all advisors note is that they either explicitly or implicitly 
position the relationship between student and advisor as the primary one. This is easier to do in a 
physical meeting, the medium of parental interaction all advisors prefer. Such a communication 
and informational connection between advisor, parent, and student is important for a positive, 
fruitful dialogue. It is how this communication is conducted, the advisors believe, that helps 
build positive rapport. The advisors’ responsibility to the student needs to be evident as does 
their compassion for student and for parent. The tone needs to be open, friendly, yet professional.  
Each advisor follows a similar technique in physically positioning the students and 
having them speak first. It is an effective way of beginning a good active dialogue and 
demonstrating to the parents that the students are the advisor’s primary concern. Most advisors 
made reference to the limitation of their office or cube environments as professional and 
confidential meeting spaces. Cube based advisors have, however, learned to incorporate the 
limitation of space into their techniques of engaging parents. As advisor Chris points out, a 
meeting involving a parent and student would result in the parent being seated, essentially, in the 
cube’s door on a chair borrowed from the waiting room. This enables Chris to position the 
student appropriately. Many advisors feel the physical limitation of their work space is not, 
necessarily, a negative for it allows them to position the parents so that the advising focus is 
obviously on students. 
A few advisors, generally Boomers, will sometimes explicitly inform the parents that 
they intend to communicate directly with students and that the parents’ role is to supplement the 
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students’ information. If parents continually interrupt the advisors’ and students’ conversation or 
talk over the students, advisors will set ground rules for continued parental intervention. 
All the advising professionals state that they attempt to illustrate and demonstrate their 
concern and caring for students. This is particularly important if the situation is already fraught 
due to poor academic progress and performance issues. If parents feel that an advisor is acting in 
what they believe is in the students’ best interests, then the parents can accept difficult news. 
Many advisors take the opportunity to educate parents about LAC’s policies, programs, and 
procedures and make them feel comfortable with the level of advising support that is available 
for the student. Also, of course, the advisors attempt, whenever it is possible, to provide the 
parents the information and support they need. Advisors also attempt to view the parents’ 
questions and concerns from the parents’ perspective and understanding that the parents are 
trying to position students to be as successful as possible. A positive relationship needs to 
actively involve the parents as part of the conversation for as Agnes opines: 
It’s not, you know, all about us revealing things to the parents, but it is about developing 
a co-operative relationship among the three parties, the student, the advisor, and the 
family (for) the more information we get from more sources, the better we can help the 
student. I like interactions with the parents, as long as the parent is not asking for 
information that they don’t have a right to have and I think some very good things can 
happen if we are working together with the parents.  
 
Sub-theme 3. Referring. Some advisors feel that some of their advising colleagues are 
too quick to refer parents to the unit administrators. Agnes, for example, suggests, “Anything 
coming that has something to do with parents gets moved up the chain.” This may, however, be a 
misperception. No LAC advisor reports that they routinely refer parents on to their 
administrators although there are appropriate occasions where that occurs. It appears that the 
LAC culture, rather than policy, since the policy is ill defined, is that advisors do not ordinarily 
refer parents to their administrators, preferring to handle the parental contact themselves. LAC 
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advising professionals do, however, refer somewhat frequently to the parents’ program and its 
associated web sites or to other campus resources such as residential life and financial aid. The 
advising professionals are confident that their abilities and experience can answer most parent 
questions or concerns. The advisors clearly take pride in their professionalism and their abilities. 
Although parental involvement inspires a great deal of apprehension, advisors feel such 
engagement is now very much a part of their responsibilities. It also provides them with an 
opportunity to positively represent the University of the Midwest to an important stakeholder 
group. This sense of representing or even personifying the institution, however, can inspire 
apprehension as well as pride. 
Sub-theme 4. The role of summer orientation. The LAC advising professionals clearly 
believe that formal opportunities for advisors to meet with parents help define the nature of the 
parental engagement in the advising context. This is particularly well established at LAC through 
its open houses and summer orientation programs. Such programs were developed, with parents’ 
program cooperation, as an excellent opportunity to engage with parents in a structured and 
formalized environment. The administrators use parent sessions at orientation and during open 
houses to set expectations for engagement. Gloria reports that a lot of parental contact occurs at 
formal events and they use it as an opportunity to engage: 
We do talk about how we can address the parent’s questions and also engage the student 
at the same time, really trying to establish the relationship, “Mom and Dad, great, we’re 
glad you’re involved, and to encourage the student, and here are some resources for you 
to know, and let’s show you how our relationship is going to be with your child,” they 
get a sense of how we are going to work together.  
 
David argues that the formal events and summer orientation are the most beneficial aspects of 
any parent connection program for “that is the gateway which sets the expectations for the 
parental interactions for the balance of the students’ career. It is probably the most helpful shift 
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in channeling parent involvement in ways that are constructive.” It is an appropriate venue to 
communicate to both students and parents expectations for involvement and autonomy and the 
appropriate forms and avenues of communication. 
A number of the advisors, however, note that parental interactions with advisors at 
summer orientation often expose the depth of parental involvement and, at times, troubling 
family dynamics. The advisors have all witnessed parents who want to help choose classes for 
students, who want to change schedules, and are heavily involved in the orientation and 
registration process, for, as Frances states, “starting with orientation, you know who the involved 
parents will be.” Bob sees orientation as symptomatic of the increasing closeness between 
parents and students and the parents’ involvement into the college context, as well as the 
University’s cultural shift in working with parents. He also recognizes, however, the potentially 
positive role it plays in setting expectations for continued parent engagement with the institution:  
It used to be parents dropped their kids off for orientation, then they started tagging along 
themselves and we had to develop programming so they could be in a different room 
from their students (laughs). It has been very helpful. The parents go off and talk to the 
upper-level administrators, the assistant dean and the dean for curriculum and the director 
of advising. If we had not done that I’m sure there would be more parents trying to sit in 
on the initial advising appointments during orientation. Now we give them something 
else to do. 
 
A number of advisors note that the orientation program is a good example of how the university 
is attempting to address the real cultural disconnect between how parents interact with their 
child’s K-12 institutions and how parents will interact with the University.  
Sub-theme 5. Utilizing other informational sources. The LAC’s administrators feel that 
the opportunities to meet with parents and directly program to them has had a positive influence 
on the college’s relationship with parents. They feel that it has set clear expectations for 
involvement and has better informed parents. Most of the advisors, too, make reference to other 
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informational sources and resources such as the college open house and summer 
orientation/registration program as an excellent resource. The advisors feel that many of the 
rudimentary parent questions and concerns are successfully answered during these meetings with 
the advisors, the advising administrators, and the parents’ program representatives. Many of the 
advisors believe that the outreach to parents has resulted in less parental contacts throughout 
subsequent semesters. They feel that this is one of the reasons why parent contacts tend to be 
precipitated not by general questions but by student crises.  
Advisors believe the parents’ program’s web-based information better informs and 
educates parents and actually limits parental contact with advisors. Advisors believe parents are 
referencing the web information rather than contacting advisors with rudimentary questions. The 
University of the Midwest’s parents’ program sends out monthly informational emails to parents 
and follows up with a robust quarterly newsletter. It also has a web presence replete with 
information especially crafted to meet parents’ information requests, frequently asked questions, 
concerns, and needs. The LAC advising professionals collectively believe the parents’ program 
does an excellent job in providing information for parents. It is highlighted as an institutional 
best practice. Chris feels that the parents’ program answers many of the basic parent questions, 
he states: 
The parent’s program always answers the common questions and that helps us. Parents 
get emails from the parent programs with information and it seems so simple but this 
kind of preemptive explanation of the issues and concerns and student development does 
alleviate some of the concern and pressure for parents on our end. 
 
The influence of the parents’ program informational resources has inspired the LAC’ chief 
advising administrator, David, to investigate the possibility of developing a similar outreach for 
parents through the aegis of the college.  
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Theme Five: advisors’ perspectives of structural concerns around parental 
involvement. The results of this case study also document some consistent underlying themes 
and leitmotivs in the advising professionals’ perceptions. 
Sub-theme 1. The nuances of cross culture communication and expectations. A 
number of the LAC advising professionals posit that the cultural modes of communication affect 
the level, tone, and results of student and parent interaction with the advising professionals. 
Generally, the LAC advisors perceive that they interact with three specific cultural 
cohorts of parents: immigrant parents, international parents, and first generation parents. I use the 
term “immigrant” as it is the term readily used by the LAC advising professionals to, generally, 
describes specific populations of African and Asian immigrants who have recently settled around 
the University of the Midwest. These populations are cohesive and distinct. Advisors refer to this 
population differently than other non-native born students and parents and differently from first 
generation students. 
The LAC advising cohort feels they are sensitive to the nuances of cultural expectations 
and cultural communication. When advisors are aware that the mode of communication may be 
influenced by cultural components they tend to switch their own communication styles, as they 
do with students. They believe that their cross cultural communication techniques make the 
advisor and parents’ interaction as positive as possible. Advisor Isabel, for example, points out 
that some parents who appear to interact in an aggressive manner do so simply because they 
themselves never attended university. Parents of first generation college students are often 
unaware of college policies, programs, and philosophies and occasionally have a difficult time 
comprehending policies such as FERPA, concepts such as general education, or progress issues 
such as reconciling abilities with interests.  
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The advisors state that many of their interactions with first generation parents, immigrant 
parents, and the parents of international students tend to revolve around specific advising issues 
such as the choosing of classes and majors. Advisors feel such parents often present in terms of 
their goals for majors and careers and they tend to maintain a significant involvement in their 
student’s life. Julia feels it is very apparent in the international and immigrant student population 
where, often: 
The parents don’t really know what college is about but they know they want their child 
to have a good paying job, like a doctor or a nurse. They don’t understand the concept of 
a liberal education, a general college education, where the pathways to different careers 
may be convoluted. 
 
 Another of the more identifiable issues of cultural expectations is the students’ sense of meeting 
family obligations and expectations. Although it is more present in the above cohorts, advisors 
point out that many American parents have the same expectations but they are, perhaps, less 
visible. 
There is also a noted disconnect between the families of first generation students and the 
university. Advisors feel they receive more questions about basic university issues and policies 
from first generation parents. First generation parents are often more defensive of their students’ 
actions or inactions as, according to the advisors, they are not sure whether the student or the 
university is responsible for some aspects of progress. If progress is impeded, first generation 
parents often feel it is something the university is responsible for and not the students’ 
responsibility. A number of advisors explain that interacting with first generation parents can be 
stressful as many parents open up the conversation defensively and belligerently for as Elizabeth 
notes “these parents who don’t have a lot of experience with the college system come in and we 
have to explain some process is a university policy and is not a personal vendetta against your 
son or daughter as they often paint things very personally.” The advisors report that they find it 
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stressful to communicate difficult information such as probation and suspension or a required 
major change to international or immigrant student parents. Karen and Chris, for example, state 
that the pressure for students to choose vocational majors is greater among first generation and 
immigrant student cohorts. Furthermore, a number of advisors note that parents often feel it is 
the advisor that is responsible for any academic actions taken against the students. Elizabeth 
notes she has even been accused of personally bringing pain to the family for its loss of face in 
the community.  
LAC advisors are sensitive to the cultural contexts of their students and apply differing 
communication strategies when and where they believe it is appropriate. The advisors state they 
sometimes alter their communication style with first generation, immigrant, and international 
students in an effort to ensure information is accessible to students and parents alike. Advisors 
recognize in working with some student cohorts they are also working with a broader family 
community. When meeting with parents, the advisors demonstrate their connection to the 
students while attempting to be sympathetic to the family dynamic, and attempt to not only 
answer such a parent’s question but to set their mind at ease and explain the LAC culture of 
support.  
Advisors recognize, of course, that students from diverse cultures will also demonstrate 
differing communication styles, expectations, and levels of autonomy. The advisors attempt to be 
sensitive to the cultural modes of which they are aware. Most explained that they do address 
issues of parental over-involvement although in a more gentle style, reflecting perceived cultural 
components such as respect for family, community, and certain vocations. It often requires an 
investment of time for the advisor to build a relationship where the international, immigrant, or 
 155
first generation student trusts and respects the advisor before the advisor can address, if pertinent, 
the role of parental intervention, academic jeopardy, and choice.  
Sub-theme 2. The role of the parents’ program. The University of the Midwest’s 
parents’ program is nationally recognized as a leader in its field. The mission of the program is to 
“keep parents informed about what's happening on campus” but it offers more services and 
outreach than a simple parent newsletter or email. It provides information on academic 
resources, study abroad programs, campus activities, career resources, FERPA, along with broad 
and targeted calendar information on deadlines, updates, and events. The program also hosts a 
regular on line “Parents 101” seminar series that addresses both broad and specific issues relating 
to student affairs but also student academic affairs. Recent seminars have addressed diverse 
topics such as drinking on campus, college costs, and student autonomy. As well as the outreach 
to parent stakeholders, the parents’ program collaborates with academic units, LAC included, in 
presenting at admissions recruiting events, college open houses, and summer orientation. 
 The parents’ program influence on LAC advisors is significant. David, the director, 
states “we do partner with the parents’ program. The parents’ program director talks to a lot of 
parents and she talks to a lot of our staff and she is sort of an ombudsperson for parent issues.”  
Karen, for example, believes that the parents’ program should be the campus’ primary link to 
parents. Furthermore, Karen feels that the parents’ program information and outreach has 
positively limited advisors’ contact with parents because “the parents’ program provides parents 
another point of access. We also refer parents to that office for support and information.” Agnes 
also feels that the parents’ program does an “excellent job of addressing the needs of the 
students’ parents” so that many parent questions and concerns are handled by the parents’ 
program office before they reach the advisor or LAC administrator. However, Gloria, another 
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LAC administrator, feels that, outside of the collaboration on orientation presentations and some 
parent’s program involvement in advisor training, the role of the parent’s program in the 
advising program is minimal. Her view is not universally shared by the LAC advisors. 
Sub-theme 3. The call for specific training and professional development. The call for 
more training is universal across the LAC advising professionals as most advisors feel they are 
unprepared to engage with parents. Given the advising professionals’ experiences with the 
myriad issues involving parents and students, they all feel the need for improved preparation 
through specific training. Most advisors articulated a desire for specific parent oriented training. 
A number of advisors felt so unprepared for parental intervention that they either answered only 
basic questions or referred parents to more experienced advisors or administrators. At least two 
advisors admit to using FERPA at this stage in their careers to limit their initial conversations 
with parents.  
Advisors express a desire for specific training events on how to effectively work with 
parents. Many of the advisors would like a training program that deals with the mode of 
counseling that addresses parent and family issues specifically developed and facilitated by the 
parents’ program. Other advisors suggest professional development refreshers on student 
developmental issues in the light of parent and family involvement. Advisors would also like to 
get together to share common practices and experiences. Advisors would like to look to their 
own colleagues for guidance on techniques and best practices as to how to approach critical 
conversations that could change a potentially adversarial relationship into positive interaction. 
Bob, for example, feels that he would welcome a training that would “give strategies for 
conducting a three way meeting and for when the parent tries to take over the meeting, or 
strategies on how not to be sucked into a dynamic between the parent and the student.”  
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Administrator Gloria feels that parents present a particular issue that needs to be 
addressed formally. She would like to start with accumulating best practices ideas from the unit 
directors and then, subsequently, use those best practices to coach advisors in how to work with 
parents. Gloria has some concerns that advisors don’t follow consistent policies in working with 
parents and would like to develop a common message. 
A significant number of advisors suggest that there needs to be some professional 
development that tackles, in Karen’s words, “the myth of the helicopter parent thing.”  A number 
of the advisors feel that some of their colleagues are reacting too negatively towards parents 
based on their misperceptions of parents as “helicopter parents” a perception that folk tales, 
water cooler stories, and the media has perpetuated. It is this experience that has precipitated a 
desire among most of the Boomer advisors for more parental contact while also inspiring the 
same cohort of advisors to express concern that too many advisors have been unduly influenced 
by the helicopter parent mythology. Agnes, for example feels that the pejorative image created 
by the “helicopter parent” literature has set back the parent–advisor relationship with its 
negativity. Julia feels that some advisors are overly wary of working with parents, and “we have 
to realize that it’s not a big scary thing working with the parents.” Isabel states she feels that 
much of her apprehension in working with parents was inspired by advising colleagues with their 
frightening anecdotes about threatening, aggressive, and strange parents. Advisors learn from 
each other and they also, evidently, influence each other. There are, however, positive and 
negative ramifications of this informal colleague to colleague influence. The positive is viewed 
as the sharing of experiences and the development of best practices approach. The negative is the 
continuation of the helicopter parent myth.  
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Theme Six. Administrator perceptions. The LAC advising administrators play a 
number of roles in this case study. They have a front line advising role and I have therefore 
included them often into the broader discussion about advising perceptions, often denoted 
through my the use of the term “advising professionals” to describe a collective of both the LAC 
advisors and the administrators. They also appear as a leitmotif through the broad and general 
case study findings and discussions. They supervise the advisors and directly engage with 
students and parents and so there perspective is vital for a deep understanding of policy and 
practice within the LAC. 
David, the director, feels comfortable with the LAC’s current practices; although he 
suggests that they have been forged organically rather than through the intentional development 
of policies and programs. David feels that all advisors are trained to utilize FERPA as positively 
as possible and to engage with parents appropriately. David has also partnered with the 
university’s parents’ program in redeveloping orientation to include parent specific 
programming. He and other LAC administrators now present to parents during orientation and 
open house with representatives from the parents’ program. He feels that this has improved 
relations with parents and has better informed the parent and advisor connection, a perception 
widely shared by the LAC advisors.  
Administrators are fully supportive of the LAC advisors’ role in engaging with parents as 
long as FERPA requirements are met. They, like their advisors, believe parental involvement in 
the broader advising context can be helpful to the student’s academic situation and progress. The 
administrators feel it is an opportunity to demonstrate the unit’s professionalism, expertise and 
compassion. The administrators also believe that their direct interaction with parents provides an 
opportunity to bring additional support resources to bear. Although generally happy to work with 
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parents, the administrators are guarded particularly when a parent becomes involved in a 
student's direct academic progress decisions. 
Sub-theme 1. Administrators’ perceptions regarding parental involvement. The 
administrators feel they are engaging parents mostly when an issue has escalated beyond the 
advisor’s ability to find a resolution, what David refers to as the “difficult cases.” Many of these 
cases are referred up from advisors or down from higher level campus administrators. Gloria 
feels that a number of her contacts are answering parental complaints directly or are cases that 
have emerged from a dean’s office or even from the president’s office “so it puts us more in a 
place of being more defensive and we have to re-define the boundaries of defending ourselves as 
a unit and as advisors before we can actually get to the part of being able to assist the student and 
the parents to move past an issue.” She feels that a lot of her parental contacts are with parents 
who demand resolutions to issues that the institution is not going to be able to meet.  
David, similarly, feels that parents who request meetings with him are usually looking for 
a resolution to a problem rather than a request for advising information. He reports, therefore, 
that his contacts are skewed towards administrative issues and anxious and sometimes belligerent 
parents. He is surprised to find that instead of requesting some administrative relief for student 
issues, parents often try to position him as an ally in a dispute with their students over personal 
problems, family problems, health issues, as well as student academic progress issues. David 
argues he now has a broader role where “it’s harder and harder to draw the kind of professional 
distinctions we used to rely on.” David believes one of the most positive outcomes from his 
parental contacts is the sense the parents get that they have been listened to, that their students 
are cared for, and that personal connections have been made for their students. Gloria also feels 
that “when the parents can see we are genuinely concerned for and with the student and that it is 
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our goal to help the student be successfully and we’re not attempted to put up barriers regardless 
of perception” the interactions are positive. She recognizes, however, that it is often difficult 
trying to paint a positive and encouraging picture for students and parents while upholding an 
academic suspension.  
Although the administrators believe even the toughest of messages shared with parents 
and students are pedagogical, they, like the advisors, recognize that sometimes the outcome of 
such discussions will be considered negative. As the underlying issues that precipitate the 
parents’ meeting with administrators are usually grave, it is no surprise that the administrators 
feel that more of their interactions with parents are negative, significantly more so than reported 
by the advisors. Gloria, for example, estimates that about half her interactions are negative. 
Furthermore, Gloria’s body language reflects her discomfort as she relates her perceptions and 
experiences. David, perhaps due to his greater experience, appears much less perturbed by 
recounting negative experiences. Given the precipitating factors for their meetings with parents, 
the administrators expect some parents to remain dissatisfied. David points to a typical negative 
response, “the reason a parent felt I was insufficiently flexible, was not because there wasn’t 
flexibility available in the university’s position, but because he didn’t get the full set of outcomes 
he wanted.” 
Although accustomed to difficult conversations, Gloria delineates negative interactions as 
those involving parents who threaten, don’t accept the reality of the situation, fail to recognize 
the students’ responsibilities, and push with complete disregard to university rules and polices. 
Gloria and David note separately that as the academic progress stakes increase through to 
probation or suspension, the number of interactions with bellicose parents who threaten legal 
action, threaten to complain to someone in the university’s hierarchy, or use their positions in the 
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legal or medical community to cajole and bluster increases. David expresses anger over what he 
interprets as the bloviating some parents resort to. He feels that he is experienced enough to 
counter such parents but worries that some of his advisors are more susceptible to what he labels 
as parental “bullying.” 
Sub-theme 2. Administrators’ anxiety concerning parental contact. The administrators 
are not immune to experiencing the same parental contact anxieties and stresses that are 
experienced by the advisors. They also feel the parents’ anxiety keenly. There is often a sense of 
empathy for the parents when the parents are disappointed with an administrative action taken, 
but there is also disappointment in the students for getting poor grades or not being honest with 
the parents. Gloria and David state they often feel as if they are facilitating a family counseling 
session, a sentiment echoed by the advisors. Gloria suggests it is something she often feels 
uncomfortable and anxious doing. David says his initial response to parent contacts is to feel 
empathy for parents who are genuinely motivated to help their children or for parents who don’t 
understand how college works. David presents as the advising professional least emotionally 
influenced by his parental contacts. His narrative is absent any of the wariness, anxiety, and 
stress apparent in the others. He also has the most experience and the most frequency of contact. 
He does, however, get upset when he feels parents are trying to manipulate the system: 
By bullying advisors, by tossing around legal terms, or sometimes medical doctors will 
toss around medical terminology, they attempt to employ an educational advantage to 
bully people into submission. For them, I do experience a distaste I have to bracket. 
 
It is no surprise, therefore, that Gloria notes that she has a sense of “dread” when she is notified 
that she has an appointment with a parent:  
I think the dread part comes from not knowing, the parent does not usually reveal exactly 
what it is they want to address, and knowing how much preparation I will need to take for 
that appointment. It is easily done, just time consuming. It takes a lot of effort when we 
need to respond to this sort of appointment. 
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David and Gloria estimate that about two-thirds of their contact with parents revolve around 
troubling issues of student progress and administrative access and, therefore, they accept that 
they will experience a higher number of difficult and negative interactions with parents than 
generally experienced by the unit’s advisors. 
Sub-theme 3. Administrators’ concern about parental involvement and student 
development. The administrators share their advisors’ concern over the level of parental 
involvement that stymies student growth and development. Gloria, for example, opines:  
The damage the parents are doing to their child by not letting them assert their own 
opinions, make their own choices, or be able to respond to a situation themselves. They 
are providing them with no skills for how to respectfully handle conflict or be able to 
negotiate a conversation without getting defensive or aggressive. 
 
David also expresses concern about the heavily involved parent’s negative influence on student 
autonomy:  
Parental involvement is increasing and it’s not always educationally helpful. An ever 
larger number of parents are not observing the kind of boundaries that are necessary for 
students to work effectively at this intersection of their education and development. 
Parents tend to be more intrusive into the educational opportunities that really students 
themselves should handle. Any time they are trying to substitute their decision making 
power instead of letting their son and daughter  develop the tools they need to make their 
own decisions when the son and daughter are capable of making decisions, that’s when I 
would see the parents as being over involved.  
 
Sub-theme 4. The administrators’ communication techniques. Like the advisors, the 
LAC administrators alter the dynamic of an advising conversation when an involved parent is 
involved either physically or in the background. David feels that a change in advising approach 
is to be expected and natural. He suggests that good advisors will alter their advising style, 
language, and philosophy to match the students’ developmental level, “You try to speak the 
language they speak: they all have different idioms and you deliver the same message but you’ll 
need to use a different idiom. That would be the lingua franca of what’s common among the 
 163
different forms of advising.” The lingua franca of working with a student of involved parents is 
to be aware of the broader audience and frame the conversation with a student knowing that it 
will be repeated to the students’ parents. The administrators will, when the occasion warrants, 
address the issue of parental involvement and student autonomy directly with the student and 
with that student’s parents. Gloria, for example, believes that parental involvement does change 
the dynamic of the conversation she has with a student: 
I focus on the positives that they can take back to their parents, trying to impress on the 
student, that this is their education; they get to make the decisions here. Knowing they 
have the overly involved parents, asking the questions, “What do you want?” “How do 
you view what has happened?” trying to focus the conversation on the student. In my 
mind, I am thinking to myself how they will take the information back to their parents. I 
might even call it out once in a while, “Maybe when you are talking to your mom and 
dad, explain that this is such and such and such” so that the students know that I am 
conscious of the fact that they are going to have this conversation. 
 
The LAC administrators report that many of their contacts with parents are about a 
student’s personal crisis or because of administrative action taken on behalf of the college. Given 
the high stakes involved, therefore, the time, preparation, and emotional investment devoted to 
this level of parental engagement is significant. This level of parental engagement requires a 
significant preparation time, as David states, “It takes time to work with parents, but similarly it 
takes time to work with any issue that comes up with students when we are asked to do a more 
thorough research into what is going on with a student.” Gloria’s view of parental involvement 
has changed through her experiences with parents and students in crisis. Her perception of the 
appropriateness of parental involvement has moved from “there is no reason for parental 
involvement” to being “sympathetic because parents are concerned and want the best for their 
children.” David concurs but expresses some concern that advisors and administrators are being 
asked to do more in the student affairs contexts and that advising styles, experience, and 
commitment can only go so far to meeting the need of students and parents. David opines that 
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“we are really going into areas that I feel something like dynamic family counseling could do 
more about.” 
The administrators also recognize that their positions inform and influence the 
discussions they have with parents and students. Even though they meet with parents and 
students in difficult circumstances, often crises, they hold to the philosophy that care, 
compassion, clarity, and honesty set the foundation for a positive relationship. 
Sub-theme 5. The influence of the LAC advising administrators. The administrators’ 
perspective also allows the administrators to develop a deep understanding of how their advisors 
are working with parents and what kind of issues parents and students present to the advisors. 
This perspective affords the administrators a deeper understanding of how the unit’s policies, 
processes, practices, and philosophies actually operate. The administrators also have a direct 
policy making and unit supervisory role. They formally influence the policy and practice across 
the unit’s advisors. Through observation of process and operations, and especially through the 
participant narratives, the picture that emerges of the LAC advising hierarchy is that it is working 
well. The advisors feel that the administrators support their work with parents, Julia, for 
example, posits “when an administrator knows that I will be seeing a parent, they are helpful in 
giving me information to prepare for the meeting.” The administrators support the work the 
advisors do with parents for as Gloria states “one of the things that I absolutely make sure of is 
that (our advisors) are very happy to work with parents. We are careful about how we work with 
parents because of FERPA guidelines but we want parents to be involved in their child's 
academic career.”   
The administrators believe they have influenced the level of parental engagement with 
the LAC through developing coordinated presentations and panel discussions at open houses and 
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orientation. These programs have been tremendously helpful in informing and educating the 
parents and have reduced a lot of parent question traffic at LAC. Gloria, for example, believes 
the orientation program, organized with the parents’ program, is an example of a best practice for 
LAC–parent engagement. Based on her perception of the success of the summer program, Gloria 
would like to develop other opportunities for LAC to reach out and engage parents. She would 
like to be able to replicate a proactive relationship with parents suggesting that LAC develop a 
regular newsletter or communication system that would be broad but engage the parents and 
inform the parents. David also feels direct LAC outreach to parents would be beneficial in the 
form of a parents’ council as the council would provide important feedback and would be a 
sounding board for LAC programs. David feels that the council would also educate and inform 
fellow parents. He points to the influence the formal meetings and presentations have on parents 
at venues like the LAC open house and orientation and in the direct communications the parents’ 
program sends to parents. 
The role of the parents’ program illustrates differing perspectives between the 
administrators and the advisors. All LAC advising professionals laud the role the parents’ 
program plays through summer orientation but the advisors views differ from the administrators. 
Administrators believe that the parents’ program office does not play any further academic 
advising role after summer orientation yet a number of advisors continue to refer parents and 
parent questions to the program. They would prefer to answer most of the parents’ questions or 
concerns within the unit.  
Although there are, on occasion, differences in the administrators’ perspectives and the 
advisors’ perspectives, the LAC advising administrators are comfortable with the processes for 
working with parents and have felt that there is no need for the assistant directors or the director 
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to intervene in the existing practices. Interestingly, however, in a follow up survey sent to the 
participating administrators it was noted that the subject of working with parents would be 
explored as a training agenda item for LAC advisors. 
 
Conclusion 
Although the Liberal Arts College at the University of the Midwest has no defined 
policies that govern the advising professionals’ interactions with parents, the advisors all appear 
to be following a set of practices that they consider to be beneficial for the parents, students, and 
themselves. These practices appear to have evolved organically through a mixture of experience, 
informal staffing with colleagues, a clear understanding of FERPA and its application but more 
importantly, it has evolved as an extension of the advisors’ core advising role. They are attuned 
to the nuances of communication, can utilize their intrinsic knowledge of the institution’s 
policies and procedures that can bring their contextual communication skills to bear. In so doing, 
the advising professionals preserve their focus on the student while attempting to satisfy most 
parent interactions. 
This case study clearly documents that parents continue to present implicit and explicit 
issues for the LAC advisors and administrators. Even though the advisors consider the vast 
majority of parental contacts as attempts to help the student at hand, contacts they themselves 
define as positive, the thought of parental engagement arouses a high level of stressful emotions 
among the entire advising core. Clearly then, the influence parents exert on advisors is 
paradoxical. Although overwhelmingly positive, the advisors’ perceptions of working with 
parents remain complex. Parents inspire a mixture of negative emotions among the LAC 
advising cohort with advisors using terms such as fear, discomfort, anger, and frustration to 
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describe their interactions with parents. The gestalt of a case study is often difficult to capture in 
a narrative, but the LAC advisors’ palpable emotions are one of the clearest illustrations of how 
the heavily involved parents influence academic advising and the advising personnel.  
There is a difference between the appearance of parental involvement and its reality, and 
this is clearly influencing and affecting the LAC advisors. All the advisors have a sense of 
anxiety at the prospect of meeting with a parent and have deeply held concerns over parental 
involvement in the academic progress of students yet most of their interactions in those contexts 
are, ultimately, positive. The dichotomy is clear in the language used to describe the situation. 
The same advisor who said, “God, I hate dealing with the parents” also can say without any 
irony, “I try to interact with someone without judgment. Just meet them where they are at, I 
guess.” 
Overall, David sums up the general perspective that involved parents, “helicopter 
parents” as he refers to them, have been a force for good. Enhanced parental involvement has 
inexorably altered the university’s relationship to parents and in so doing increased the focus and 
support on students themselves. David believes there is still a need to appropriately harness 
parental involvement, “our challenge is to learn how to take that involvement and use it more 
constructively.”  One of those challenges is to build upon the advisors experience and the LAC 
working relationship with the University of the Midwest’s parents’ program and develop a more 
targeted and robust training program for new advisors and continued training and professional 
development for veteran advisors.  
What parent policies are currently operational at the LAC have either been established 
under formal legal aegis of FERPA or have evolved organically. LAC advising professionals 
would, however, like a clear understanding of their responsibilities and relationship to parents 
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and training and support on the best way to engage parents and support their students. Presently, 
like many other units, the LAC is struggling to come to terms with the perceptions and the 
experiences, for as David puts it, “we haven’t yet developed a collective understanding of 
parental roles in their moving from the high school to college context.” 
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Chapter 6 
Discussion, Conclusions, and Implications 
 
This case study explores the perceptions that academic advising professionals at an 
integrated advising unit have of the influence exerted by the heavily involved parents of college 
students. The issue is much debated at advisor-focused conferences, in the practitioner literature, 
and especially in the media. Recent studies (e.g., Shoup, Gonyea, & Kuh, 2009; Wolf, Sax, & 
Harper, 2009) have begun to investigate the impact involved parents have on their college 
students but studies to examine the influence involved parents have on academic affairs officers 
have seldom been undertaken. Why is it important to assess the influence involved parents exert 
on advising professionals? Simply put, advisors are an important component in students’ 
adjustment to college, their retention, their graduation, and their overall satisfaction (Bordes & 
Arredondo, 2005; Ferrari, 2004; Yarrish, 2008). Understanding the advising professionals’ 
perceptions of the effects of involved parents provides insight into the advisors’ abilities to foster 
student success. 
This study’s first chapter outlined the issue of how advising professionals’ folk theory 
and media reports are generally indicating a high level of concern over the influence exerted by 
some parents of college students on the work-life balance of academic advisors and on the 
college students themselves. This study’s research questions were presented in chapter one. 
Chapter two explored the extant literature that directly or indirectly informs this topic. It was 
necessary to explore advising literature, student development theories, clinical and counseling 
psychology literature, K–12 studies, and the media to develop a full understanding of the issue. 
Chapter three outlined and explained the case study research methodology this study utilizes, 
while the fourth chapter presented and described the case site and advising professional 
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participants. Chapter five presented the findings and this chapter, chapter six, summarizes and 
clarifies the findings in light of this study’s guiding questions. Chapter six also offers the results 
of this study as implications for practices and for future research. 
 
Summary of Findings 
 How do LAC advising professionals perceive the role and influence of heavily 
involved parents?  
 The University of the Midwest’s Liberal Arts College advising professionals’ view of 
parents is, generally, positive. The advising professionals believe that in most instances involved 
parents have a positive influence on their college student children. This perception corroborates 
the literature that argues parental involvement positively impacts student adjustment, health, 
engagement, and academic progress (Carney-Hall, 2008; Shoup, Gonyea, & Kuh, 2009; Taub, 
2008; Wartman & Savage, 2008; Wolf, Sax, & Harper, 2009). The LAC advising professionals’ 
perception, however, is complex and offers some troubling conclusions.  
Direct parental interaction with LAC advising professionals is rare with an average of 
about three contacts per semester for advisors, and approximately 15 direct contacts per semester 
for administrators. The LAC advising professional are, therefore, directly engaging with 
involved parents at rates much lower than the literature suggests. Also, contrary to a significant 
component of the literature, media reports, and advisor folk tales (e.g., Berggoetz, 2006; 
Colavecchio-Van Sickler, 2006; College Board,2006; Hoover & Lipka, 2006; Joslin, 2009; 
Kepic & Mastrodicasa, 2005; Lum, 2006), the LAC’s advisors tend to view involved parents as a 
positive force of support and encouragement for their students. The concerns expressed by much 
of the literature (e.g., Leavitt, Snyder, & Whipple, 2005; Twenge, 2006) that parental 
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involvement impedes traditional student development are not shared by the LAC advising 
professionals outside of the most egregious examples of negative parental involvement. Advisors 
often view parental involvement as an additional opportunity to learn more about a particular 
student and, occasionally, a greater understanding of some personal issues that the student may 
be encountering. Most of the parental contact is viewed through the lens of partnering support for 
students going through some personal crisis or adjusting to academic progress issues.  
Advising professionals believe that, as well as positively partnering with parents on 
certain issues, parental contact and information allows them to demonstrate their experience and 
expertise that results in a sense that parents feel more confident in allowing the advisors primacy. 
Parents who serve as conduits of information about students are welcomed by the advisors, as 
such information enhances the advisors’ connection to students and allows the strategic targeting 
of advice and resources. The advising professionals also note, however, that direct parental 
engagement is a time consuming process that requires increased levels of preparation and 
processing. Although the LAC advising professionals do not find the additional time required to 
engage with parents burdensome, increasing parental contact could, eventually, lead it to be so 
(Epps, 2002; Sax et al., 2007; Wartman & Savage, 2008). 
Although the advisors’ perceptions of parental influence are overwhelmingly positive, 
advisors are aware of the negative ramifications of parents who are too heavily involved. The 
LAC advisors note that they are often aware of parents’ involvement even when not physically 
present. One of the major negative attributes of parental involvement cited by the advisors is the 
parental expectations that their student follows prescribed major fields. Advisors would rather 
have such a parent attend an advising meeting in order to directly address the parent’s 
expectations and concerns. A clear manifestation of this facet of parental involvement and 
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influence is seen by the LAC advisors in the realm of student desire for vocationally-orientated 
majors that the student is ill equipped for. Again, this is an issue where advisors would prefer the 
physical presence of a parent in an advising appointment. The advisors also express concern, as 
does much of the extant literature, over the impact parental over-involvement has on student 
autonomy (e.g., Baxter-Magolda & King, 2008; Twenge 2006; Wyer, 2008). The issue is very 
present; each advising professional participant in this case study related anecdotes to illustrate 
concerns that some parental over-involvement clearly impeded a particular student’s academic 
and personal growth. Advisors feel this parental influence keenly; they view it negatively for the 
stymieing of student autonomy. Also, advisors report instances where they perceive a 
professional slight, for as a number of them state they are the trained, experienced and skilled 
academic advisors, not the parents. 
The advisors’ need for internal and external respect and recognition of their 
professionalism is clearly an important issue for the individual advisors but also for their 
collective self-image. LAC advisors’ reflect a widely subscribed to belief among advisors that 
they continue to struggle to gain the respect of the faculty and college administrators (Harrison, 
2009; The Mentor, 2009). It is evident from this study that LAC advisors feel their interactions 
with parents are opportunities to demonstrate their professionalism. However, it is evident that 
some advisors are applying an overly formal communication approach when working with 
parents which makes the advisors appear less accessible and helpful. For example, the very 
formal citing of FERPA may create barriers to effective advisor to parent engagement. The 
advisors’ wariness surrounding parent contact, based on the negatively skewed narratives, clearly 
precipitates the generalized advisor anxiety but also may be responsible for some communication 
disconnects. 
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The LAC advising professionals’ narratives are clearly deeply influenced by the few 
negative interactions they or their colleagues have experienced. Every advisor and administrator 
could discuss in detail interactions with parents that they defined as negative. The phenomenon 
of the negative narrative reflects a growing concern expressed by Singham (2009) that too many 
higher education programs are being developed in reaction to such overly negative perceptions. 
The LAC advising professionals’ narratives, and the similar narratives of colleagues (e.g., Kepic 
& Mastrodicasa, 2005), elicit deeply held emotional responses. The message that the vast 
majority of the LAC advising professionals’ own interactions with parents are positive and that 
their perceptions of parental involvement are also positive is, ironically, not widely subscribed 
to. The power of the negative narrative is pervasive. When asked to address this paradox, a 
number of advisors expressed surprise because most of the narratives advisors share regarding 
parental interaction are usually what one advisor called "war stories" and that the narratives 
concerning positive interactions are not, ordinarily, being shared. Parental involvement, 
therefore, is viewed as a stress inducing factor for the advisor and a negative component of the 
advisor’s role. All of the LAC advising professionals, therefore, expressed a level of anxiety over 
parental interaction. This finding is missing in the extant literature since existing studies have not 
attempted to assess advising professionals’ perceptions and attitudes. 
There is a real danger that much of the LAC advising professionals’ anxiety and initial 
response to any parental interaction is motivated by negative memories and negative messages. 
These personal and collective memories may precipitate some behavior changes that some 
advisors make when interacting with parents based on self-referent and colleague–referent 
emotional responses. Although all advising professionals noted their negative initial responses to 
a parental engagement, a number of advisors mentioned they altered their communication style 
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when engaging with parents. This advisor to parent communicate style tends to be more formal 
and guarded. It is evident, however, that this communication style may exacerbate some of the 
disconnect between advisors and parents. It is ironic, perhaps, that some of the advisor 
defensiveness may precipitate parental defensiveness and exacerbate the underlying tension 
inherent in the advisor and parent relationship. 
This sense of the need to present professionally to parents tends to highlight generational 
differences in the LAC advising professionals’ perceptions of parental involvement and 
engagement. Although it is important to reiterate that all LAC advising professionals in this case 
study viewed parental involvement as positive, there appears an obvious generational split in the 
desire to work with parents along the Boomer and Generation X modalities described in chapter 
five. The LAC advising professionals are aware of the differing generational perceptions and, 
although this recognition does not appear to undermine the collegiality shared by advisors, it 
does create mildly critical perceptions held by both generational groups. The negative narratives 
and the generational suspicions highlight the problems evident in the literatures that inform 
advising practice. The more readily accessible literature is skewed to the negative rather than the 
reality of the positive perception of the involved and knowledgeable parents appropriately 
supporting their children’s academic career. 
How do LAC advising professionals define the positive and negative attributes of 
heavily involved parenting?  
The LAC advising professionals’ collective narratives allow for the construction of 
negative and positive definitions in relation to parental involvement and engagement. The 
advising professionals view most parental involvement as positive essentially because they view 
such involvement as intrinsically supportive and, therefore, ultimately beneficial for the students 
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concerned. The advising professionals’ understanding reflects the findings of some of the 
research-based literature (e.g., Cutright, 2008; Shoup, Gonyea, & Kuh, 2009; Taub, 2008b; 
Wintre & Yaffe, 2000). The LAC advising professionals’ experience of interacting with a variety 
of parents has given them a deep understanding of parenting styles. The perceptions of positive 
and negative parenting styles corresponds to much of the parenting style literature’s findings (e.g 
Barber, Maughan & Olsen, 2005; Baumrind, 1991; Levine, 2006). The LAC advising 
professionals argue that the most effective parenting style is that of authoritative involved 
parenting. To the LAC advisors, such parenting manifests itself regularly as parents who engage 
with their student and advisor in professional contexts, position the primacy of the students, 
recognize and respect the advisor’s expertise, and add their support and encouragement for the 
student’s academic plans and progress while contributing to their students’ sense of autonomy. A 
number of the advisors feel that parents who contact the advisor to inform or discuss external 
personal and or family issues that could possibly negatively influence a student’s progress, were 
also acting positively. Advisors find such involvement positive and helpful for the students and 
for their role as advisors. To many of the advisors, it is the sense of parental cooperation with the 
advisor that is the most positive attribute of involved parenting. The parent is seen as a partner, 
in a limited capacity, in the combined staffing support system for the student. 
Negative attributes are apparent in both the student context, as in when parents are 
heavily involved in the students’ academic planning and progress, and directly in the advising 
context when parents appear belligerent, adversarial, and disrespectful. Parental micromanaging 
of students is particularly anathema to the LAC advisors as it runs contrary to their deeply held 
advising philosophy and advising practices (NACADA, 2006). This level of parental 
involvement, when it becomes negatively intrusive, is considered rare but each advisor has been 
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exposed to it. Advisors appear to be particularly annoyed by parental behaviors that cast 
aspersions on the advisors’ expertise, professionalism, or commitment to student centered 
support and advocacy. It appears that some parents who present with the above perception are 
quickly swayed by the advisors’ communication, expertise, care, and commitment. It is 
considered rare that after engaging with the LAC advising professionals that a parent will remain 
adversarial. The advising professionals believe that the parents who persist with negative 
attributes do so because they either have unrealistic expectations that the LAC will reverse 
administrative rulings, such as probation or suspension, or that the parents’ continue to invest in 
unrealistic expectations for their students. 
 How does working with heavily involved parents impact how LAC advising 
professionals work with students? 
 The prospect of parental involvement precipitates a series of emotions among the 
advising professionals. Advisors approach parental involvement differently based on the context 
in which the involvement is apparent. An advisor will react differently to a parent’s physical 
presence in the advising meeting than to parental involvement as witnessed through dialogue 
with a student. Advisors will, therefore, change their interaction, communication style and, 
sometimes, their advising of students when they are aware that the students have involved 
parents. Advisors will broaden their advising purviews to introduce language or exercises that 
are designed to move the student to accept more autonomy. The LAC advisors haven’t been 
trained to approach this issue directly, yet they all have developed similar styles in tackling the 
issue of parental over involvement. Most of the advisors, however, do suggest that they are 
somewhat apprehensive in introducing the issues of autonomy directly to a student, even more so 
when they introduce it to a parent. The level of concern and discomfort over these conversations 
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is palpable among the LAC advising staff and they feel that some specific training on how to 
broach the issue would lead to more effective conversations. 
It appears that the LAC advisors’ practice of engaging with parents has emerged 
organically and is, for the most part, consistent across advisors. The shared advisor training and 
formal and informal collaboration has created an advising system and philosophy that is 
genuinely subscribed to, and practiced, by the LAC advisors. This example of the collective 
characteristics of the unit reinforces the results of this research as an example of a particular 
case. The advisors, for example, all cite their FERPA training as one of the main foundations of 
their engagement with parents. They all apply the federal law whenever parents engage with 
advisors. LAC advising professionals often use FERPA to counsel the student about their rights 
and to ensure that a student does not feel coerced by their family members. The advisors also use 
FERPA to counsel the parents, set their expectations for engagement, and position students as 
their primary focus and responsibility. The advisors literally and metaphorically position the 
student during advising appointments to ensure the advisor has direct communication and eye 
contact with the student. The advisors also introduce broad themes of student choice and 
autonomy depending on the level of the perceived parental involvement. A number of the LAC 
advisors feel comfortable introducing such themes in the tripartite conversations. Other advisors 
are less confident but intentionally move the advising conversation to the themes of choice and 
autonomy. There is a suggestion, however, that some advisors may use FERPA to limit their 
engagement with parents. The literature notes that this may not be an uncommon phenomenon in 
higher education (e.g., LoMonte, 2010). 
When the parents’ influence and involvement is detected through regular advising 
appointments with students, the advisors are concerned enough to introduce the themes of choice 
 178
and autonomy into their discussions with students. They do so only when they gauge a certain 
level of trust has developed between the students and themselves and when they feel students 
will be the most receptive to having such a conversation. Advisors are attuned to the differences 
in cultural expectations and communications and are sensitive to the deep family and community 
obligations that influence a number of their sub populations. A number of advisors state, 
however, that they feel that they have to be cautious in approaching such issues to ensure the best 
possible result for the students’ academic and personal progress and to limit or negate any 
possible parental complaints. The issues inherent in addressing parental involvement create an 
additional level of anxiety for some of the LAC advisors, again generally along generational 
boundaries. Both groups, however, feel it is important to address the issues and are confident that 
their administrators support them doing so. 
How advisors engage with heavily involved parents and their students further highlights 
the advisors’ own perceptions that other advisors may be approaching parental engagement from 
different perspectives. There is a concern that some sub-units may be too amenable to parent 
expectation whereas other units are considered too wary of working with parents. This concern 
did not appear to this researcher to reflect reality but the fact that these perceptions were held 
across a number of units would suggest that they should be addressed. Although it was evident 
that there are some generational dynamics at work between advisors and between advisors and 
parents, the philosophy and practice undergirding how each advisor worked with parents is 
consistent. Some advisors also expressed concerns over their purview when it comes to 
interacting with parents. It appears that some of the advisors are experiencing some anxiety when 
their conversations with parents move into the administrative processing arena. This anxiety has 
fostered the perception that some advisors are too quick to refer parents to administrators but this 
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perception appears, again, not to be borne out by the collective advisor and administrator 
narratives. It does, perhaps, suggest that there is a need for a unit-wide discussion and training on 
a host of issues and perceptions surrounding parental involvement and engagement.  
What engagement practices do the LAC advising professionals believe are most 
beneficial for the parents, their students, and themselves?  
Simply put, the advising professionals believe that an approach that is open (under 
FERPA rules), honest, and respectful serves all stakeholders best. The unit has developed few 
policies and procedures concerning parental involvement but the advising practices that each 
advisor applies to parental involvement are extraordinarily similar and appear to be effective. 
The policies that have been determined are limited to the strict interpretation and application of 
FERPA and the practice of always meeting with a parent with the student present. As noted 
above and in chapter five, the discussion of FERPA, whether with the student or with a collected 
family group, is a practice that sets the tone and expectations for the subsequent advising 
meeting and advisor–parent engagement. 
This case study documents the advisors’ willingness to work with parents when to do so 
is clearly in the best interests of the student. Most of the LAC advisors welcome the opportunity 
to work with parents (a few wanted more engagement opportunities) but there remains a general 
wariness of that initial parental involvement and engagement. Although some advisors, scarred 
by negative narratives, may telegraph an overly formal approach to working with parents, most 
present openly and accessibly. All advisors feel parental involvement and engagement is an 
important regular facet of an advisor’s role. It is evident from this study that the advisors are 
working well with the parents and have, generally, developed the practices of partnering with the 
parents to positively position the shared students rather than attempting to simply manage the 
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parent. Clearly, therefore, the LAC advising professionals’ experience and perception appears to 
run counter to much of the media reports and speculation.  
All of the LAC advising professionals repeatedly mentioned that the majority of parental 
interaction was positive because it not only demonstrated parental support for the student but that 
it also, importantly, provided the advisor with additional information concerning the advisee. 
This shared information and knowledge makes the advisor a more effective advisor. It is this 
type of communication that benefits all stakeholders: the student is better advised and resourced, 
the parent plays a role and is confident in the college’s ability to support, the advisor has more 
information, is influential, and demonstrates expertise. A number of advising professionals state 
that the university also benefits, for their relationships with students and parents negates the 
widely held image of a cold, uncaring, overly administrative higher education institution.  
As noted above, the advisors believe that ensuring that the parents understand and accept 
that the advisors main responsibility is to the student helps set the expectations for the parent 
interaction. Advisors in cubicle offices, which were the majority of this study’s participants, have 
also learned to adapt their environment to their advantage. When meeting with student and 
parent in the cube, the advisor will physically position the student in a way that sends clear 
signals to all involved as to whom the meeting is about. A number of advisors commented that 
an engagement practice that also positions the primacy of the student is to address the 
conversation directly to the student. If a parent asks a question, the advisor will answer it to the 
student. This is a technique replicated by all of the advising professionals and is one they all 
believe works well. 
Clearly, parental engagement has become a legitimate part of the LAC’s advising 
portfolio. The advisor comfort level in addressing parental engagement with students and 
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parents, however, does differ across the LAC advising professional cohort. A few advisors, for 
example, admit to some apprehension that engaging with parents or addressing student autonomy 
concerns could result in a negative response from parents to the LAC administrators. The 
administrators, however, state that such parental complaints are non-existent. Generally, 
knowing that their administrators are understanding of their role and supportive of their direct 
interaction and engagement with students in the realm of student autonomy, allows the advisors 
the confidence to address some difficult and uncomfortable issues with students and parents. 
The timely utilization of campus resources is considered a beneficial engagement 
practice. The LAC advising professionals believe that the university’s parents’ program is an 
asset to them and to the students’ parents. The parents’ program is both robust and influential. 
The LAC administrators point to the formal role the parents’ program plays during college open 
houses and summer orientation in setting expectations for student autonomy and parental 
engagement with the institution. Advisors also point out that they often refer parents to the 
parents’ program for general campus information or to get some specific questions answered. 
Many advisors cite the role and expertise of the parents’ program as a resource that reduces the 
number of direct parent contacts with advisors. 
Although advisors are willing to refer parents to campus resources the most beneficial 
engagement practice they have developed is their professional communication skills. Advisors 
are clearly adept at altering their communication styles based on their perception of students’ or 
parents’ position or understanding. Again, this advisor behavior appears to be based on 
experience rather than training, something that may help explain the Boomer advisors’ greater 
levels of confidence and comfort due to their greater experience. The advisors’ general 
understanding of how and when to address the issues of parental involvement is also sensitive to 
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the cultural differences inherent in the LAC’s student population. To be a successful advisor in 
addressing issues of parental over involvement, therefore, an advisor has to possess a myriad 
communication and engagement techniques. A direct discussion with a native born, college 
educated parent may be very different than an advisor’s discussion with an immigrant born 
parent of a first generation student. Often, therefore, the most beneficial engagement practice 
relies on the advisors’ experience, vision, and communication skills. 
 How does working with heavily involved parents affect the LAC advising 
professionals’ sense of their professional selves?  
One of the strongest themes that emerges from this case study is the evident paradox 
between the advising professionals’ immediate response to engaging with parents and their 
actual interaction with the parents. The advising professionals’ are strongly influenced by 
parental interaction for interacting with parents precipitates a deep level of personal and 
professional anxiety. It is most illustrative of the complex and sometimes paradoxical 
relationship the advising professionals share with parents. Although each participant in this study 
stated that the majority of their interactions with parents were positive, they remain clearly 
influenced by their own negative experiences and the negative experiences of colleagues. The 
power of the negative narrative is pervasive. 
The paradox experienced by the LAC advising professionals’ experiences and 
perceptions is supported by the extant literature. The LAC advising professionals’ perception 
that most parental involvement is positive is supported by the literature (e.g., Shoup, Gonyea, 
Kuh, 2009). Whereas the advisors’ personal experience is somewhat supported by Sax et al. 
(2007) in so far as they argue advisors are generally under trained and unprepared for the 
counseling role they often find themselves in. The literatures, however, don’t adequately offer an 
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image into the ramifications of parental involvement on the psyche of the advisors. This study, 
however, clearly illustrates that advising professionals are significantly influenced by their 
engagement with parents. The level of emotions, stress, and anxiety that the prospect of parental 
engagement inspires is troubling and requires amelioration. 
The increased level of stress and anxiety that are incumbent in the advisor-parent 
interaction are exacerbated by the advisors’ own negative narratives. The negative narrative is 
reinforced by practitioner literature and the popular media. A number of advisors expressed 
concern that their LAC colleagues were overly influenced by the media, folk tales, and water 
cooler mythology. Such concern is well founded and needs to be addressed. The advisors 
themselves suggest that the LAC provide training but also information that would undermine the 
negative perceptions of parental engagement. Some advisors look to the advising profession to 
address the troubling issues that surround the image and reality behind involved parents.  
This case study finds that the levels of anxiety inspired by the advisors’ perceptions and 
experiences of working with parents have a significant influence on their emotions. Although 
direct parental contact is rare, the apprehension and anxiety that such meetings inspire is 
significant. It is an example of the depth of emotion parental engagement precipitates when two 
of the most experienced advisors, who both state they would enjoy more parental contact, 
describe their first reactions to a parental appointment as “anxiety” and “fear.” 
Although the advising professionals admitted to a significant level of anxiety when 
engaging with parents they also evidence a sense of pride in their work with students and 
parents. Although the initial engagement with a parent begins with some stress, the advising 
professional is usually able to exercise professional and personal judgment and experience to 
work with the parent successfully and in so doing, influence their advisee successfully, as well. 
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A number of advisors state that they feel that meeting with parents gives them an opportunity to 
demonstrate a level of expertise, professionalism, and understanding that is taken for granted by 
students but is noticed by parents. Clearly, therefore, the influence parents have on the advisors 
sense of self, their sense of mission, is dichotomous. 
 
Implications for Practice 
The results of this study confirm some of the extant studies on parental involvement and 
student development in so far as a certain level of parental involvement is perceived as positive 
(e.g., Carney-Hall, 2008; Cutright, 2008; Shoup, Gonyea, & Kuh, 2009; Taub, 2008b; Wartman 
& Savage, 2008; Wolf, Sax, & Harper, 2009). It is also clear from the literature and from this 
case study that parental involvement is an issue that needs to be addressed by the advising 
profession (e.g., Epps, 2002; Merriman, 2007; Nossaman, 2009; Sax et al., 2007; Twenge 2006) 
and requires further research-based investigation. The issue continues to grow commensurate 
with the increasing and expectations of involved parents. I therefore, offer a number of 
recommendations based on this case study’s results within in the LAC context. It is important, 
however, to recognize these results are based on one case study in one university and, as such, 
should not be considered generalizable. 
There are many positives in how the LAC advising professionals engage with parents, 
however, problems exist in the perceptions many advisors carry into the initial interactions with 
parents. These perceptions mirror the conflicted information that is available to the advisors 
through the literature and through their collective experience. Although research on the results of 
parental influence is limited, there are a number of issues that the LAC advising unit can address 
through a series of training or professional development workshops. 
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Although the numbers of direct advisor to parent contacts are small it is the expectation 
that the contact numbers will increase. It is in the long-term interest of LAC advisors, 
administrators, students, and students’ parents for the unit to develop continued training and 
support for advisors, and to refine policies and processes that clearly outline parental engagement 
practices for advisors. Caution must be exercised, however, in the development and 
implementation of these programs for such programs need to be undertaken with a deep 
understanding of the unique unit-based issues rather than as a result to media fueled speculation 
and pervasive anecdotal information. Training programs should also involve those advising 
administrators who supervise front-line advisors and also engage with heavily involved parents. 
Many times, it is the LAC administrator who is charged with working with the most adversarial 
and bellicose parents. Currently, the LAC advisors feel supported by their administrators; this 
support combined with the commonality of advising professional experience and the perception 
of involved parents creates a synergy for both administrator and advisor ownership of a parental 
engagement training program. Without administrator leadership, any movement to address some 
of the misperceptions common in the advising cohort will likely be piecemeal and less effective 
than an integrated program. As the prevalence of heavily involved parent engagement is likely to 
continue to grow (Howe & Strauss, 2003; Huber, 2009; Shoup, Gonyea, & Kuh, 2009; Wartman 
& Savage, 2008), specifically orientated training will become more important. Advisor training 
and professional development programs will need to influence the LAC advisor-student-parent 
communication and information dynamic if the increase in parental involvement is to be 
harnessed most effectively. It is the continued expectation that advising professionals will be one 
of the main points of contact for parental engagement with higher education (e.g., Habley & 
Morales, 1998; Hoover, 2009; Kadison, 2008; Leavitt, Snyder, & Whipple, 2005; Mullendore & 
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Banahan, 2007; Price, 2008; Strange, 2004; Smith & Gordon, 2003; Wartman & Savage, 2008; 
Yarrish, 2008). 
Generally, it appears that the LAC advising professionals engage professionally and 
appropriately with parents. It was evident in the collective narrative that the advising 
professionals make it clear to parents that their obligations as advisor is to the students they 
serve. There was a palpable sense of pride in the advisors’ sense of mission. The unit’s approach 
to working with parents, however, has some problems that could be exacerbated under stress of 
increasing parental intervention and engagement. Given the results of this case study, I suggest 
below a number of areas that the LAC advising unit could address to bring a greater clarity and 
consistency to their practices of engaging with parents and to address some misperceptions that 
the LAC advising cohort hold about themselves. 
Address the myths, stereotypes, and negative narratives.  
A paradigm shift is required within the context of the LAC advising culture to influence 
the general perceptions advisors have of involved parents. Although the advising professionals 
recognize they have many more positive interactions with parents it is, generally, the negative 
narratives that captures and holds the imagination. This needs to be addressed across three 
modalities: the advising profession, the unit administrators, and by the advisors themselves. The 
advising profession can judiciously highlight research that documents the positive influences 
parents exert of college aged children such as recent studies by NSSE (2007), Shoup, Gonyea, 
and Kuh (2009), and by Wolf, Sax, and Harper, (2009). Such studies argue that parents who 
remain connected, supportive, and encouraging of their students’ progress but don’t encroach on 
their students’ choices, aid their students’ adjustment to college and position them for solid 
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academic careers. The LAC advising professionals’ perceptions and experience support such 
findings.  
It is evident to this researcher that the advisors are hostage to their own negative 
perceptions of heavily involved parents. The LAC advising unit can address the power of the 
negative advisor narratives by developing and offering robust training opportunities for new and 
veteran advisors alike. It is evident from this case study that advisors are interested, even 
anxious, to have training opportunities that would better equip them to work with parents and 
students. The advisors are interested to hear from experts in the field of counseling in the most 
effective techniques and communication styles advisors can employ when dealing with students 
and their parents. The advising professionals mentioned frequently their concerns that they often 
feel as if they are facilitating a family counseling dynamic. They all understand the need to refer 
to appropriate resources when necessary but it is clear that they would also like additional 
training on how to conduct the most successful and fruitful meetings themselves. Such training 
would also develop something of a codified consistency to the LAC advising practice, would 
possibly provide the advisors with a little more confidence that could, perhaps, diminish some of 
the anxiety associated with meeting with parents. The training would, of course, further limit the 
utility of the pejorative connotations of helicopter parenting. 
LAC advisors cannot simply look to their administrators or externally for support. They 
bear some of the responsibility for the negative narratives and therefore they need to accept some 
of the responsibility for establishing the new paradigm. A number of solutions have been 
suggested by case study participants such as addressing the issues frequently at staff meetings, 
staffing involved parent scenarios with colleagues and, simply, sharing positive anecdotes about 
parent interaction. A number of advisors expressed concern to the researcher that they didn’t 
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want to be involved in a study that was going to perpetuate the negative image of involved 
parents and were subsequently pleased to participate in the study when they recognized it was a 
genuine attempt to increase understanding of the phenomenon in the advising context. It is this 
perception and attitude that advising administrators could harness to help address the issue of the 
negative narratives and the emotions such narratives inspire.  
A number of the LAC advising professionals who participated in this study informed the 
researcher that discussions inspired by the study’s surveys and interviews have precipitated a 
desire for more information, discussion, and training. 
Address the generational issues at play at LAC.  
Although there is a strong, supportive, and cohesive advising culture at the LAC, there 
are generational divides that undermine some of its cohesion. The extant literature clearly 
recognizes that a generational divide exists between the present student cohort and those that 
matriculated prior to the turn of the millennium (e.g., Howe & Strauss, 2003; Leavitt, Snyder, & 
Whipple, 2005; Mosheim, 2010; Scott & Daniel, 2001). There is little discussion, however, on 
the generational differences present among the advising cohorts that engages with students and 
student parents. One of the strongest findings offered by this case study is that there are 
generational differences in how Boomer advisors and Generation X advisors perceive and 
practice working with parents. Diverse advisors within one of the defined generation cohorts 
have remarkably similar perceptions about the parental engagement practices common to the 
other generational cohort. Some of the generational differences may be exacerbated by the 
physical structure of the LAC advising units as the units and advisors are physically dispersed 
across a number of campus buildings. The solution to such generational differences in 
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perceptions could be addressed, possibly, by more frequent advisor staff meetings and, again, a 
specific training or professional development that focuses on parent engagement issues. 
Address some of the influence on advising of growing student health issues.  
LAC advisors are cognizant that there are a growing number of students who enter 
college with chronic health issues, a perception that is supported by the literature (e.g., Healthy 
Minds Study, 2007; Hoover, 2009; Kadison, 2006; Seaman, 2005). The advisors note that 
student health issues are one of the main causes of parental engagement, but there appears to be 
limited support and communication between the University, students, advisors, and parents as to 
the affects of health conditions and access to resources. The LAC advising professionals note 
that the health issues presented by students are often significant enough to have ramifications for 
the students’ abilities to continue to make adequate academic progress. The meetings between 
the advising professionals, students, parents, and, occasionally, other campus offices are, 
therefore, high stakes meetings with a commensurate level of advisor stress and anxiety.  
The advisors’ perception and experience, therefore, suggest that a significant amount of 
parental engagement is in the context of the students’ personal life issues. Advisors recognize 
that a student’s personal or family issues can have significant academic progress ramifications 
but they are called upon to advise and counsel in areas where they lack the definitive expertise 
needed. The LAC advisors’ experience mirrors the results of the Healthy Minds study (2007), 
Kadison (2008), and Seaman (2005) insofar as it is to advisors that students with psychological 
issues often turn to first for assistance. Clearly, therefore, there needs to be improved training for 
advisors and improved communication between the advising units and those more specialized 
units of campus to appropriately staff a student with psychological and other health concerns. 
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A number of the advisors who had student affairs experience prior to joining the advising 
ranks point out that they saw more parents in their student affairs role but they also point out they 
were not trained on the plethora of parents engagement issues that emerge in the student affairs 
context either. Given the nature of parental contacts that are about student or family issues it 
begs the question whether any academic and student affairs offices are specifically trained 
appropriately. This study supports the findings of Sax et al. (2007) who argue academic advisors 
believe they are underprepared to deal with student and student family counseling issues. 
Although the LAC advisors appear to be managing the parent engagement issues that emerge in 
their day-to-day routines, the type of contacts they experience begs the question whether the 
system needs to do more than simply manage the parent concerns that confront them. 
Address the advisor anxiety created by parental engagement. Although the LAC 
advising professionals have less contact with parents than might have been expected given the 
extant literatures, the influence parental interaction has on the advisors in significant. The 
advising professionals all mentioned a heightened level of anxiety when they are presented with 
the prospect of parental engagement. It is evident that through some negative experiences, 
exacerbated by the collective negative narrative, interacting with parents has become an 
emotional charged issue. When even the most experienced advisors and administrators can admit 
to a sense of anxiety it is safe to make the ontological assumption that although there is an 
apparent juxtaposing of appearance and reality, the stress level felt by the LAC advising cohort is 
real and significant. Clearly when advisors refer to their feelings prior to meeting with parents as 
“fear”; or feeling “awkward,” “defensive,” “wary,” “uncomfortable,” or “frustrated;” and when 
they experience a “sinking feeling,”  “knot in my stomach,” and, “trepidation,” there is a 
problem that needs to be addressed. It should be noted that the researcher was aware of a 
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palpable sense of discomfort a number of the advisors demonstrated when they recalled negative 
interactions they experienced with parents. Body language, as well as narratives, exposed some 
raw and painful memories. Although a number of studies have researched the ramifications of 
parental involvement on the psychological and emotional well being of students and young 
adults (e.g., Arnett, 2000; Kadison, 2008; Levine, 2006; Maranao, 2004, Seaman, 2005; Twenge, 
2006), no studies have examined the psychological and emotional ramifications of parental 
engagement for advisors. 
The LAC advising professionals’ narratives point to two possible ameliorative strategies: 
specific training and further collaboration with the parents’ program. It is important to present 
clear, consistent messages to parents and to develop programs that harness parental support and 
curtail parental over-involvement but it is important that the role of the advisor be taking into 
account as policies and programs continue to be developed and implemented. Advisors can also 
help themselves by recognizing the power of the negative narrative and work to reduce its 
influence on their perceptions and emotions. It is also important that the advising administrator 
experiences are also taken into account.  
Recognize the differing perceptions and experiences of the advising administrators.  
There are a few but important differences in the administrator’s perspectives and 
experiences from that of the advisors. The administrators have more contact with parents in 
general and commensurately more contact with students and parents in crises over health and 
academic progress issues. Administrators, therefore, also tend to have greater exposure to parents 
who exhibit negative over-involvement. The administrators also point to the higher number of 
adversarial and belligerent parents they have to engage with on behalf of their advisors, the unit, 
and the university itself. However, they recognize that this is more a part of their position than it 
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would be for an advisor and, therefore, accept it. Like the advisors, the administrators believe 
they too would benefit from a targeted training and professional development program regarding 
the most effective and efficient ways to work with parents. 
A combined training program that brings together both the administrator and advisor 
cohort would be efficacious along a number of contexts. One important context is that there is a 
slight perception that not all the LAC advising professionals present parents with a consistent 
message, although this study finds the advising professionals perceptions, experiences, and 
practices to be remarkably similar. The advisors share a perception that administrators support 
the advisors’ work with parents although a number of the advisors appeared to suggest they 
would like clarification that this perception is true. A staff meeting addressing parental 
engagement, therefore, would go a long way towards developing consistent messages across the 
advising professionals at LAC and in ameliorating some of these small perception problems. 
The need for enhanced collaboration with other student affairs units.  
It has been noted above on a number of occasions that the LAC advising professionals 
perceive the role of the parents’ program as positive. The advisors cite the role the parents’ 
program plays at college open houses and summer orientation in setting expectations for parental 
engagement and better informing and educating the parents. Communication from the parents’ 
program is believed to limit a number of parental contacts with advisors, as parents check the 
program web page before calling to make an appointment with an advisor. The benefits for cross 
campus collaboration to better engage with parents has been noted in the literature (e.g., Keppler, 
Mullendore, & Carey, 2005; Mullendore, & Hatch, 2000; Scott & Daniel, 2001; Smith & 
Gordon, 2003). Although there is no empirical proof that the parents’ program has had a 
significant influence on parental engagement, the LAC advisors perceive that it does. The image 
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of the parents’ program is so positive that some advisors mention they often refer parents to the 
parents’ program. 
Although such referrals may be appropriate, the unit needs to approach such referrals 
carefully for there is already something of a misperception that some advisors are too quick to 
refer parents up to administrators. It is conceivable that the perception could emerge that some 
advisors refer parents to the parents’ program too quickly or inappropriately. I would suggest 
that clear policy be established as to what type of parent questions or concerns should be referred 
to the parents’ program and what concerns, questions, and problems are appropriately handled by 
advisors and what issues are best handled by administrators. 
The collaboration with the parents’ program does illustrate the need for such cross 
campus collaboration and the benefits of such cooperation. The results of this study suggest that 
the LAC advisors and advising system would benefit from some further collaboration with 
psychological counselors regarding techniques to address issues with students and their parents, 
some personal intercommunication specialists to develop sound bytes to better facilitate multi-
person advising sessions, staffing opportunities with other academic and student affairs offices, 
as well as some level of support for the advisors whose levels of stress are clouding their ability 
to engage most effectively. 
 
 
Implications for Future Research 
The findings presented here challenge and support the research literature, media 
discussions, and anecdotal reports of the influence of heavily involved parents. Although useful, 
these findings are based on a case study of one academic advising unit of one college at one 
campus. A broader study needs to be developed that would provide a generalizable analysis. 
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Clearly, there is a complex web between involved parents, students, and advisors so future 
studies should attempt to understand, more directly, whether heavily involved parents impede or 
support their students’ adjustment to college and whether they impact generalized student 
success. Further research needs to more fully explore the impact of parental intrusion on the 
student’s personal development. Data needs to determine what kind of parental involvement 
assists students’ success and at what levels involvement becomes detrimental to the students and 
advisors.  
The present study touches on a number of important issues that should also be followed 
up in future studies. The differences in parental cultural expectations, engagement, and 
communication make for a legitimate and worthy study. The findings contained within the LAC 
case study suggests that parents of first generation students, underrepresented students, lowest 
socioeconomic status students, and immigrant students engage with advising professionals 
differently. Specific studies, therefore, need to be conducted along socioeconomic, racial/ethnic, 
and gender specific contexts. There are clear philosophical and demographic imperatives to 
inspire further research into cultural issues that underlie parental involvement.  
I would suggest further studies be engaged in different institutional contexts. The 
expectation for parental involvement and practice may differ from the LAC case study at an 
advising unit within an engineering college, at a small, liberal arts institution, a community 
college, a private institution, and in the for-profit institutional context. Such further research, in 
different institutional contexts, could present different results that illustrate the growing influence 
of heavily involved parents. Further research could also determine whether parental influence 
differs when the student cohort is not traditionally aged. Interestingly, a number of advisors point 
out they have engaged with parents and other family members of non-traditionally aged students 
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including, ironically, a heavily involved child who closely followed the academic progress of 
their student parent. It is important that any further research continues to offer data to counter 
balance the enormous media barrage on the issues of “helicopter parents” by providing evidence 
to undermine the “helicopter parent” mythos.  
Research projects would provide concrete information for the optimum ways institutions 
and advisors can harness such parental involvement to benefit all involved. It is important for the 
advising profession and for higher education in general that research be developed to inform the 
best education, training, and practices for academic advisors. Additional research is needed to 
develop an understanding of what works in regards to best practices and to advisor professional 
development within heavily involved parent context. Such efforts should ensure that advisor – 
parent engagement will foster a positive communication paradigm that ultimately benefits the 
students and leads to a positive professional development experience for the advisor.  
This study also explored whether advising administrators’ perspectives of heavily 
involved parents differed from front line academic advisors. Although the study’s results 
answered that question in one context, other questions concerning advising administrators await 
further research. This study strongly suggests that the administrators meet with a higher 
percentage of parents than the advisors do and, importantly, the administrators report a higher 
degree of negative parental involvement. Both the administrator cohort and the advising cohort 
state that administrators are often called on to investigate and resolve high-stake, almost crisis, 
issues involving students and parents. This perspective would provide a fertile field for research 
into parental involvement but also into perspectives on the contemporary student issues. 
A number of the LAC advising professionals referenced their higher levels of parental 
engagement in prior student affairs careers. All advisors referenced the role the parents’ program 
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has in engaging with parents. These two contexts, therefore, suggest that student affairs units are 
heavily engaged with involved parents. Future research should be designed and conducted in the 
broad student affairs realm. 
This study’s focus was on advising professionals’ perspectives. It would be important, 
therefore, for future studies to explore and integrates the parents’ perspectives’ and the students’ 
perspectives. Parental involvement has a valid role to play in the academic and personal 
development of students but it is, presently, not clear how involvement can be most effectively 
harnessed. What is clear is that the advising professionals who participated in the study 
genuinely believe that they have a great deal of influence and impact on issues of students’ 
adjustment to college and academic success. Although there is a healthy body of research on 
advising theory (e.g., Backhus, 1989; Baxter Magolda & King, 2008; Crookston, 1972; Frank, 
1988; Gordon, 1992; Gordon & Habley, 2000; Noel & Levitz, 1989; O'Banion, 1972) the 
research studies on the effectiveness of academic advising is less robust. 
 
Conclusion 
The LAC advisors, contrary to popular images, find involved parents to be less 
detrimental to student engagement and success and less involved in the advising realm. The 
advising professionals perceive involved parents as positive influences on their student children 
and, more often than not a valuable partner in the advising process. There are instances, 
however, when a heavily involved parent does, however, precipitate negative ramifications of 
their involvement on a student’s autonomy and academic progress and negatively influences the 
advisor. The residual affects of these rare negative interactions are powerful and establish an 
intrinsic wariness and anxiety about interactions with parents. The relationship, therefore, 
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between the advisor, students, and parents is a complex one that remains only partial understood. 
We have yet to determine, for example, any causal relationships between parental engagement 
within the academic advising context and student success, retention, and graduation. It is clear 
that further studies need to be conducted on and around the issues of the influence of heavily 
involved parenting because the trajectory of parental involvement is increasing and there are too 
many general, sweeping perceptions in the literature to appropriately inform policy and practice. 
It has to be accepted that the parent involvement paradigm has moved into a phase beyond being 
an ephemeral phenomena. The LAC and all of higher education will need to reassess how they 
engage with parents and students to utilize the relationship more effectively and more 
productively for students’ progress and development. 
This study makes a distinct contribution to the literature by examining how academic 
advisors perceive the impact of parents and how they are responding to it at a professional and 
institutional level. The primary contributions of this study are contributing research-based 
knowledge around the issues of heavily involved parents operating within a college advising 
context. The disparate literatures compound the problem, for without a serious exploration of the 
issues and ramifications of engaging with over-involved parents, academic affairs administrators 
must rely on the anecdotal, thought pieces or media myths, stereotypes, and worst case scenarios 
on which to develop programs and establish policies.  
This study’s findings add a dynamic to the overall understanding of heavily involved 
parents: the academic advisors’ perspective. As the literature indicates, the issue of parental 
involvement has grown significantly over the last decade. Although there has been a dearth of 
research based studies, myriad colleges have developed programs designed to engage parents in 
the appropriate context. Shoup, Gonyea, and Kuh (2009) believe many programs have been 
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implemented to limit university-parent conflict while Coburn (2006) and Singham (2009) argue 
many programs have been developed in reaction to the myth of helicopter parenting. This case 
study, for example, discovered that the University of the Midwest’s LAC redeveloped its 
summer orientation program to incorporate parents’ program information partly in response to 
the widely held perceptions about increasing parental involvement. LAC advisors report, 
however, that they have only a few face-to-face contacts with parents each semester but that they 
feel more parents are more involved in their students’ academic experiences than ever before. 
Part of this study’s value, therefore, is that it provides research based data that adds to the broad 
understanding of the influence parents play in the advising arena through the lens of one advising 
program. Furthermore, the present study clearly demonstrates that advisors are not only willing 
to develop a working relationship with parents they, generally, view such a structure of 
engagement as positive for all concerned. Advising professionals’ willingness has important 
implications for students but also for higher education, as the expectations parents have for their 
continued involvement with their students and their colleges presents a new paradigm for college 
officials. For as James Boyle, president of College Parents of America, states, “There’s a valid 
role for parents to play in terms of a (college) support system” (Boyle quoted Lourgos 2010, 
p.12).  
The advising professionals’ perceptions are that parents can work to actively assist the 
students’ academic and psychosocial success in college or they can create an environment that 
stymies it. The increased level and influence of parental involvement on campus presents a 
substantial transformation in the realm of academic advising and student development. It is a 
shift that has the potential to transform the contemporary American campus (Lowery, 2004), but 
it is not a shift to be feared. 
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Appendix A 
 
Survey and Interview Questions 
It was intended that after some questions that determine institutional context the 
interview stage of data collection would focus on a number of closed and open ended questions 
(Creswell, 1998). It is this study’s intent that the nature of the questions naturally lead to the 
explanatory-exploratory case study (Yin, 1994). The study, therefore, doesn’t have a proposition. 
The data collected from the case site will is the unit of analysis and the researcher presents and 
interprets the findings. The researcher was open to the possibility that unexpected responses will 
add to the interpretation schema. 
 
Advisor Pre-interview Email Questionnaire: 
1.  What is your gender? 
2.  What is your age?  
3.  What is your race?  
4.  What is your educational experience and background? 
5.  How many years of experience do you have as an advisor?  
6.  What advising positions have you held (where and when)?  
7.  How many students are on your present roster? 
8.  How many student contacts do you have per semester (in person, email, phone etc)?  
9.  How do you apply FERPA to parental engagement?  
10. What training or guidance have you received concerning working with students’   
parents? 
 
11.  What is an average number of your parental interactions per semester? 
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Advisor Interview Questions: 
1.  Could you please introduce yourself and briefly describe your role? 
2.  Can you describe your interactions with a student’s parents 
a. Follow up -What is the most common medium of parental interaction 
 (phone, email, face-to-face)? 
b. What made that interaction stand out? 
 
3.  What are parents contacting you about? 
4.  Have you experienced different levels of parental interaction based on the family’s  
      culture? 
 
5.  What, for you, indicates positive interaction with parents? 
6.  What, for you, makes for a negative interaction with parents? 
c. Can you define positive/negative 
 
7. Can you describe how you felt, what emotions you experienced, during the   
      interactions? 
 
8.  What interactions with parents make you concerned that they are a heavily involved or 
       heavily involved parent?  
 
9.  How do you feel when you are notified that you have a phone call or appointment       
      with a parent? 
 
10.  Does working with a student that you know had been subject to an heavily involved    
        parent change your advising style and philosophy? 
 
11.  Do you feel parental involvement is affecting your role as an advisor? 
12.  Where you expecting to interact with parents when you embarked on your career as      
         an advisor? 
 
13.  Do you think the parental role has changed over time? 
14.  Do you feel advisors and administrators respond differently to parents given their     
        own generational issues? 
 
15.  Do your advising colleagues discuss parent issues? 
16.  What is their perspective on the role of parents? 
17.  When do you refer parents or parent issues to your administrators? 
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18.  What are the engagement practices you believe are most beneficial for interacting     
with parents and their students? 
 
19.  What resources to facilitate positive interactions with parents should be provided by 
your unit? 
 
Advisor Follow-up Email Questions: 
 
 1.  How well prepared are you to interact with parents? 
 2.  Were you coached or trained to work with parents? 
 3.  Can you describe any training or coaching you received to work with parents? 
4.  Have your perceptions of heavily involved parents been influenced by other advisors, 
administrators, external sources such as media, conference presentations etc? 
 
 5.  Have you discussed your interactions with advisor colleagues and/or supervisors? 
 6.  Are you more confident in your ability in working with parents now? 
 7.  If so, why? 
 8.  If not, what training or resources would make you more confident? 
9.  How do you respond to FERPA issues created by parental interactions? 
10.  How do supervisors support your work with parents? 
11.  What resources have you utilized to prepare you to work with parents? 
12.  How do your interactions with parents make you feel about: the parents, their student     
children, and your role as an advisor? 
 
13.  Has your perception of heavily involved parents changed since we last talked? 
 
14.  If so, why? 
 
15.  What time have you committed to your interaction with parents over the last 
semester? 
 
16.  Is this amount more or less than previous semesters? 
17.  Do you feel parents from different ethnic or SES backgrounds or first generation 
parents engage differently? 
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18.  In what ways? 
19.  Do you engage differently? 
20.  Have you discussed interacting with parents with advising colleagues since we last 
talked? 
 
21.  What do you think are your colleagues’ perceptions of heavily involved parents? 
22.  How important are your interactions with parents? 
23.  To what extent do you consider your role altered by parental interactions? 
24.  How have your interactions with parents made you feel? 
Administrator Pre interview Questionnaire: 
1.  What is your gender? 
2.  What is your age? 
3.  What is your race?  
4.  What is your educational experience and background?  
5.  Describe your administrative role. 
6.  How many years of administrator experience have you had? 
7.  What other academic affairs positions have you held, where and when?  
8.  Describe your advising experiences. 
9.  Do you still advise students? 
10.  Do you carry a roster? 
 11.  What is the number of students on present roster?  
12.  Do you advise for decanal/administrative issues? 
 13.  How many student contacts do you have per year? 
 14.  How do you apply FERPA? 
 15.  Have you received any training or guidance on working with students’ parents? 
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 16.  What is your average number of parental interactions per semester? 
 17.  How many advisors do you supervise? 
 18.  Do you have an advisor training or coaching module on how to work with parents? 
 19.  Do advisors discuss parental engagement issues with you? 
Administrator Interview Questions: 
1.  Please describe your purview as an advising administrator. 
2.  How many advisors are in your unit? 
3.  What are your advisors’ perceptions of working with parents? 
4.  Is there an established policy/procedure for interactions with parents? 
5.  Who developed the policy or procedure? 
6.  Could you describe your interactions with parents? 
7.  How many interactions with parents do you encounter each semester? 
8.  What is the most common medium of the interaction such as phone, email, face-to-
face? 
 
9.  What are the parents contacting you about? 
10.  Is this different than what the parents contact the advisor about? 
11.  Are you aware of any change in the frequency of parental contacts? 
12.  How would you define “heavily involved parenting”? 
13.  What are your perceptions about heavily involved parents? 
14.  How do you feel when you receive information that you are to interact with a parent? 
15.  Have your perceptions of heavily involved parents been influenced by other advisors,  
administrators, external sources such as media, conference presentations etc? 
 
16.  Can you define what would be a positive interaction with parents? 
17.  Can you define what a negative interaction with parents would be? 
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 18.  What percentages of these interactions is positive/are negative? 
 19.  Can you describe how you felt during the interactions? 
 20.  Are you comfortable and confident in your ability in working with parents? 
21.  How do you think parental interactions make advisors’ feel? 
22.  How is parental involvement affecting the advisors’ role? 
23.  Do you believe heavily involved parents affect their students’ development? 
24.  How does your unit’s interacting with parents affect resources such as time and 
personnel? 
 
25.  What sources of information does your institution provide for parents? 
26.  Do you personally develop/produce information for parents? 
27.  Do you feel these informational efforts have/are changing your interactions with 
parents? 
 
28.  Has institutional information aimed at parents reduced the interactions between 
advisors and parents? 
 
29.  Has your perception of heavily involved parents changed over time? 
30.  Overall, are you satisfied with your interactions with heavily involved parents? 
Administrator Follow-up Questions: 
 
1.  Can you describe any structure you have to meet with advisors individually or 
collectively? 
 
2.  How are your advisors trained and evaluated? 
3.  Have advisors discussed the issue of parental involvement with you? 
4.  What’s your role in their training and professional development? 
5.  Have your advisors been trained or coached to work with parents? 
6.  Are there any programs that support an advisor’s work with parents? 
7.  Have you been trained or coached to work with parents? 
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8.  How do you respond to FERPA issues created by parental interactions? 
9.  Do you view parental interactions as a regular part of an advisor’s role? 
10.  Have you discussed your interactions and/or advisors interactions with parents with 
your colleagues? 
 
11.  Do you feel your advisors are equipped to interact with parents? 
 
12.  Has your perception of heavily involved parents changed since we last talked? 
 
13.  If so, why? 
 
14.  What time have you committed to your interaction with parents over the last 
semester? 
 
15.  What time have you committed to your interaction with advisors concerning parental 
engagement over the last semester? 
 
16.  Is this amount more or less than previous semesters? 
 
17.  Do you feel parents from different ethnic or SES backgrounds or first generation 
parents engage differently? 
 
18.  In what ways? 
 
19.  Do you engage differently? 
 
20.  Have you discussed interacting with parents with advisors or administrative     
colleagues since we last talked? 
 
21.  What do you think are your colleagues’ perceptions of heavily involved parents? 
 
22.  How important are your interactions with parents? 
 
23.  To what extent do you consider your role altered by parental interactions? 
 
24.  To what extent do you consider your advisors’ altered by parental interactions? 
 
25.  Overall, are you satisfied with how you unit engages with parents? 
 
